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Abstract 
Research and other studies have docwnented the educational plight and academic 
difficulties of many poor, urban African American students. A number of studies have 
explored and identified many reasons for the low level of academic success among these 
students. Nonetheless, some poor, urban African American students have completed high 
school and college; and they have successfully transitioned to higher socioeconomic 
groups. The purpose of this study was to identifY individual characteristics, protective 
factors and school processes that are significant in helping current urban, poor African 
American students to achieve high levels of academic success and to begin movement 
towards eventual upward mobility. This qualitative study conducted semi-structured 
interviews with sixteen senior and junior students from three low achieving high schools 
located in poor urban neighborhoods. All the participants were members of their 
respective high school's honor society. Findings from the study indicated students' level 
of academic success was related to individual characteristics such as an internal locus of 
control, resiliency, tenacity, optimism, self-awareness, goal settings, developed social 
skills and intellectual abilities. Identified protective factors contributing to these students' 
academic success were a sense of mattering, a committed belief in the transformative 
power of education, mentoring and othermothering experiences, involvement in extra-
curricular activities and racial socialization. Significant processes included school 
structure and curriculum that provided enrichment opportunities, and motivational school 
programs offering experiential opportunities for connections with colleges, companies 
and agencies. Findings also indicated each of theses aspects was interrelated and had a 
holistic compound impact on student functioning. Involvement in religion or religious 
institution was found to be a negligible factor. 
v 
vi 
Table of Contents 
Chapter 1 ............................................................................................................................ 1 
Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 1 
Statement of the Probletn .......................................................................... 1 
Purpose of the Study ............................................................................... 4 
Chapter 2 ............................................................................................................................ 5 
History of Connection Between Academic Achievement and Upward 
Mobility ............................................................................................. 9 
Current Problem .................................................................................... 10 
Risk Factors .......................................................................................... 1 0 
Poverty ..................................................................................... 10 
Impact of Systemic Racistn .............................................................. 11 
Poor Quality Schools ..................................................................... 14 
Childhood Trauma ........................................................................ 14 
Chronic Exposure to Violence ......................................................... 14 
Exposure to Substance Abuse and Involvement in the Criminal Justice 
System ................................................................................................ 16 
Negative or Deviant Peer Group Associations ....................................... 16 
Low Value Placed on Education ....................................................... 17 
Limited Coping Strategies .............................................................. 18 
Protective Factors ................................................................................. 19 
Religious Affiliation ..................................................................... 20 
Involved Vigilante Parenting ............................................................ 20 
vii 
Racial Sodalization and Racial Identity.................. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23 
Positive Peers ............................................................................ 25 
Involvement of Caring persons ....................................................... 25 
Cognitive Ability and Language ..................................................... 26 
High Self-Esteen1 ...................................................................... 26 
Involvement in Activities............................................................. 27 
Educational Goals ..................................................................... 27 
Resiliency......................................................... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 
Flexible Coping Strategies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 
Insight .................................................................................. 30 
Positive Connections to Multiple Environments ..................... ~ ............ 30 
Supportive School Environment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 
Increasing Educational Opportunities and Life Chances ................................. 35 
Chapter 3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 8 
Methods .................................................................................... 4 ••••••• 38 
Data Sources and Collection .................................................................. 3 8 
Measures .......................................................................................... 40 
Participants ....................................................................................... 41 
Procedures ........................................................................................ 44 
Data Collection Analysis ........................................................................ 47 
Research Validation Team ...................................................................... 48 
viii 
Chapter 4 .......................................................................................... 49 
Results ............................................................................................. 49 
Data Analyses .................................................................................... 49 
Qualifications and Limitations ................................................................. 50 
Demographic Findings ........................................................................... 50 
Descriptive Findings ............................................................................. 53 
Definition of Success .................................................................. 53 
Contributors to Success ............................................................... 55 
Description of Self and by Others ................................................... 59 
Connnunity lifestyle .................................................................. 61 
School Experiences .................................................................... 64 
Activities ................................................................................. 70 
Obstacles or Challenges ............................................................... 71 
Persons and Factors That Made a Difference ...................................... 73 
Other Important Aspects and Advice Offered ..................................... 74 
Chapter 5 ................................................................................................. 77 
Discussion ....................................................................................... 77 
Introduction ..................................................................................... 77 
Summary of Findings .......................................................................... 78 
Figure 1.1 ....................................................................................... 85 
Conclusion ...................................................................................... 86 
Implications for Schools Programming ..................................................... 87 
Limitations ..................................................................................... 89 
Future Research ................................................................................. 90 
References ....................................................................................... 91 
Appendix A ..................................................................................... 104 
Appendix B ..................................................................................... 107 
Appendix C ..................................................................................... 114 
Appendix D . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115 
Appendix E......... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116 
Appendix F . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117 
Appendix G .................................................................................... 119 
lX 
Individual Characteristics      
Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Statement of the Problem 
 Academic success and high levels of educational attainment have been significant 
variables in promoting upward mobility among low-income African Americans. 
Although systemic racial obstacles often made school attendance, particularly college 
enrollment, difficult to access, education has historically been a “screen of opportunity” 
for African Americans. Andrew Billingsley and other sociologists have characterized this 
door of access as a “Screen of Opportunity” and not an open door because so many 
African Americans often did not make it through the filtering process that involved 
opportunity and financial resources. Nonetheless, over the course of American history 
many Blacks have sought opportunities and situations that were conducive to improving 
their plight and changing their socioeconomic status (Billingsley, 1968). Protective 
factors within their homes, communities and local institutions, including schools, have 
been instrumental in helping some African Americans from low-income groups develop 
the self-efficacy needed to achieve academically and to develop the internal fortitude 
needed to “cross another river” (Hope & Moss, 2000).  
This African American legacy of using education as a screen of opportunity 
appears to have encountered even more obstacles during the more recent years. Data 
support the existence of an African American economic underclass that is not able to 
transition from its low socioeconomic status to higher socioeconomic groups. Census 
information indicates that approximately 54 % of African American students do not 
graduate from high school. The poverty rate among African Americans has increased 
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since 2008, and Blacks have a higher rate of chronic poverty than most other racial 
groups. In fact, among those African Americans who may be viewed as not living in 
poverty, the annual median income of Black households has declined4.4 % since 2008.  
Even more troubling is the number of African Americans men who are 
incarcerated. African American men are disproportionately represented in the criminal 
justice system.  
Although African American men represent 14% of the male population in the 
United States, they represent over 40% of the prison population. Sociodemographics 
indicate that approximately 24% of African American men are incarcerated at any given 
time, and this number includes incarcerated juvenile offenders (U.S. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2006). 
 These statistics certainly do not support the African American journey to better 
times that had previously been anchored in academic success and upward mobility. On 
the contrary, these statistics support the contention that traditional protective factors 
previously shielding young African Americans from the full effect of many detrimental 
and adverse circumstances are not as available for the current generation of low-income 
African American students. There are an extensive number of risk factors that would 
predispose African American children and youth to negative outcomes. However, some 
African American students have been able to traverse the gauntlet of at-risk factors 
through an adaptive utilization of salient individual characteristics, protective factors and 
supportive processes. Research has substantiated the often not readily visible, 
significantly high academic achievement levels among some poor African American 
students, such as those enrolled in 1,320 schools in which the majority of students were 
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minority and poor, and in which African American students’ standardized test scores 
were among the top third in the state (Butler, 2003).   
 Another recent outstanding example of high levels of academic performance 
among poor, inner-city African American students is the 2011 senior class of Englewood 
Urban Prep Academy in Chicago, Illinois. Englewood Urban Prep Academy is the only 
public, all male, all African American high school in Chicago and all 107 members of its 
first graduating class were accepted into four-year colleges.  The students at Englewood 
Urban Prep are chosen by lottery and are drawn from an urban, poor Black population 
(Chicago Tribune, 2010).  In addition, many of the graduating seniors entered Englewood 
Urban Prep academically disadvantaged, with reading four levels below grade (Urban 
Prep Academies Annual Report, 2009). Thus, the pressing question becomes how to 
duplicate these patterns of academic efficacy among other poor, urban African American 
students. 
 There are a number of studies and investigations concerning the numerous 
variables and factors contributing to academic problems and inadequacies of many poor 
African American students.  However, our research efforts must complement these 
studies with other investigations of low-income African American students who 
successfully traverse their difficult terrain. Information and other data must be obtained 
from students, groups and schools that are making progress similar to that of Englewood 
Urban Prep Academy in Chicago, in order to assist African American and other students 
from marginalized groups to fully actualizing their academic potential. An analysis of 
this type of “against the odds” data on African American students who have successfully 
“crossed another river” is essential to developing the programmatic structures, processes 
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and systems needed to substantially increase the number of poor Black students achieving 
the academic success critical to their potential upward mobility and to significant societal 
betterment. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study is to identify which individual characteristics, protective 
factors and school processes have been significant in helping current African American 
students from lower socioeconomic groups to produce the successful academic outcomes 
necessary to begin the transition to higher socioeconomic groups. A component of the 
search for what is most effective in promoting this type of academic proficiency and 
growth is an understanding that the required approach should be based on the analysis of 
an interactive cluster of individual characteristics, protective factors, and school 
processes rather than a simple linear one or the addition of variables and factors (Stewart, 
2007; Morales, 2010). This study is designed to identify this dynamic combination by 
obtaining information and other relevant data, including personal insights from eleventh 
and twelfth grade, low- income, urban African American students who are currently 
members of their schools’ Honor Society, and who also are currently involved in some 
aspect of the college admission process.  
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Chapter 2 
Review of the Literature 
History of Connection Between Academic Achievement and Upward Mobility 
 As documented by sociologists Andrew Billingsley (1968) and others, 
Black families have historically valued education as a “screen of opportunity” (Billingsly, 
1968) for their children. Many African American scholars such as Andrew Billingsley 
have used the term “screen of opportunity” because the additional efforts required for 
African Americans to move forward and upward have not guaranteed success in this 
endeavor. Nonetheless, the majority of Black parents have continued to want more for 
their children than the parents have been able to achieve for themselves. 
 Historical and more contemporary literature clearly indicates that Blacks have 
valued and sought any available educational and other various opportunities in order to 
achieve. This literature includes Carter Woodson’s details of Blacks efforts to obtain an 
education during slavery, W. E. B. Dubois’ descriptions of ex-slaves’ drive to acquire an 
education and also information about the number of former slaves who enrolled in 
schools as soon as they were legally allowed (DuBois, 1935; Woodson, 1919). Many 
laws prohibited the education of Blacks during slavery, but after the Emancipation 
Proclamation was signed, by 1890, one-third of Black children were attending schools for 
freed slaves (Palmer, & Maramba. 2011). More recently, the efforts of Black 
communities to keep schools open in their communities is also evidence of African 
Americans’ longstanding and fundamental interest in obtaining an education to help 
transform their lives (DuBois, 1935; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Woodson, 1919).   
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 The great Black migrations to the North during the 1940s and later in the 2Oth 
century also reflected African Americans’ quest for improved opportunities; critical 
among these goals were increased opportunities for employment as well as educational 
opportunities for their children. Despite adverse circumstances including systemic 
racism, as a result of improved employment opportunities and corresponding improved 
educational opportunities, many of these African American migrants who had traveled 
north were able to transition from a lower to a higher socioeconomic class. Later, after 
the impact of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, this upward mobility also became more 
common among poor southern Blacks (Hope & Moss; Lehman, 2003).  
 In response to African Americans’ quest for a better life, there have been 
important changes in the social, economic and political landscape and related functioning 
of American society.  Some African Americans have continued to prosper, economically 
and socially. The number of Black college students in the Fall of 2008 was approximately 
double the number from twenty-five years earlier, and among African Americans twenty-
five years and older, 1.5 million had advanced degrees in 2009 in comparison with 
900,000 African Americans at that level of education in 1999 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2009).  
 Current problem. There also continues to be a limited number of African 
American students from low-income backgrounds who manage to overcome the odds and 
make the successful journey from poverty to actual or potential economic opportunity 
through academic achievement. A recent article in the Tribune, an African American 
newspaper in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, highlights the successful academic journey of a 
low-income student from Overbrook High School, an inner-city school; she overcame 
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poverty, homelessness and family disruption, including the impact of incarceration on 
family functioning, to excel academically and graduate from college. This student credits 
mentoring as the protective factor that was most significant in helping her to avoid the 
pitfalls integral to her environment and to, thus, achieve academic success (The 
Philadelphia Tribune, 2011). Unfortunately, this student’s experience does not mirror the 
experiences of many other urban, low-income African American students, and the picture 
is decidedly grimmer for many other African American students.   
 Literature has increasingly documented the growing disparities in achievement 
between children of color and Caucasian students. Children of color are less likely to 
meet the educational standards in American society and this finding is even more 
applicable in poor, primarily African American urban school districts. (Somers, Owens & 
Piliawasky, 2008; Morales, 2010). National research data from the Education Trust from 
the last decade has continued to document an increasing skill gap in mathematics and 
reading between children of color and Caucasian children; this is a foundational 
achievement gap that has implications for later success in advanced academic subjects 
and upward mobility (Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010).  A National Assessment of 
Educational Progress Report, NAEP, conducted in 2000, indicates that by the time they 
reach eighth grade, poor African American and Latino students are approximately four 
grades behind other students, and the gap continues to widen the longer these students 
stay in school.  A particularly troubling aspect of the NAEP data is the steady decline 
over the past decade of African American students’ levels of mastery in core or 
foundational subjects such as mathematics and reading (Caldwell, 2003; Fusick & 
Charkow, 2004).   
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 In addition, national statistics demonstrate that only 56 percent of African 
American students graduate from high school, in comparison with 78 percent of 
Caucasian students (Fusick & Charkow, 2004).  Research substantiates the fact that 
African American students are less likely to remain in school for a number of reasons. 
One significant factor is that there is a lack of support and encouragement; this is 
reflected in the findings that Black students are more likely to be expelled from school 
and more likely to be suspended more frequently and for longer period of times from 
school than their Caucasian counter-parts (Fusick & Charkow, 2004; Palmer & Maramba, 
2011). 
Among the small numbers who graduate, only approximately forty-one percent of 
African American students continue on to enrollment in a school of higher education or 
in some other type of program (Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010). 
American society is experiencing a brain drain among poor, urban, African 
American students. This negative flow of lost aspirations, subsequent lost achievements 
and contributions must be stopped for American society, in general, and for African 
American society in particular to continue to prosper and to reverse the current 
downward trend. Such an approach requires the clear identification of current protective 
factors, individual characteristics and school processes that support the beneficial 
transition of low income African Americans to other higher economic groups. Of even 
greater importance, we need to increase our knowledge about which of these factors, 
contributes and which processes are most conducive to promoting the higher sense of 
self-efficacy that were foundational to academic success among African Americans from 
low-income backgrounds. This knowledge is essential for developing critically needed 
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programmatic intervention efforts that can focus on assisting parents, schools, and 
communities in again creating and sustaining supportive harbors of safety for low-income 
African American students that foster high levels of academic achievement. 
Risk Factors 
Risk factors can be simply defined as variables that support the increased 
likelihood that a certain negative outcome will occur. There is substantial evidence of 
significant differences in reported risk factors between African Americans and Caucasian 
Americans that persists through upper middle incomes, giving support to the proposition 
that chronic stressors related to racism place African American families at higher levels 
of risk (Jones-Sanpei, Holmes & Day, 2009). Thus, regardless of socioeconomic status, 
all African American students are exposed to a larger number of risk factors as a result of 
their membership in a racial group that has been systemically perceived as less equal and 
subsequently marginalized. In assessing risk factors and related family differences, 
researchers have found that Caucasian adolescents reported substantially fewer family 
risk factors than African American or Latino youngsters.  
There also was found to be a correlation between lower family incomes and an 
increase in risk factors. Further analysis has indicated significant, multiple, interaction 
effects for race and income; those African American families with the lowest income 
levels reported the highest number of risk factors (Jones-Sanpei et al., 2009). There are 
substantial other research findings that person-environment interactions and related 
socio-economic influences are stronger predictors of underachievement among gifted 
African American students than are intellectual and academic variables (Ford & Harris, 
1995). 
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 Poverty.  Poverty and other related socioeconomic deprivations are in and of 
themselves stressors that negatively affect the integrity of the family and its functioning. 
In many cases poverty is not simply the lack of financial means; it is often conducive to a 
despair that reflects a loss of hope (Aponte, 1994). In relation to school functioning and 
levels of achievement, students’ level of adjustment to school and its environment are 
tied to the level of functioning and well-being of the family. Thus, poverty can be viewed 
as an encompassing, eroding, cumulative factor that contributes to individual and family 
dysfunction across structures and settings.  
 In many cases, poor students have experienced so many unmet needs that they 
have little hope of ever changing their lives or of fulfilling their dreams. Children who 
attend schools in low- income areas generally have the lowest academic achievement 
level. An analysis of national reading data for the United States in 2002 revealed that 
inner city fourth graders scored lower than their peers who live in urban fringe, suburban 
and rural areas (Elias & Haynes, 2008). Further, a link between poverty and school 
dropout rates has been established. Thus, it can be readily understood that poverty, family 
functioning and stability directly affect children’s adjustment and school functioning, 
placing them at-risk of school failure.  
 Impact of systemic racism. Systemic racism remains an insidious factor 
affecting all African Americans, including children and youth.  Findings have shown that 
as a result of racism, Black children and youth are disproportionately exposed to risk 
factors. African American children and youth are more likely to live below the poverty 
line, be victims of or witness crime, have adjustment difficulties transitioning into 
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adolescence and adulthood, and experience negative outcomes in life (Clark, Belgrave, & 
Nasim, 2008). 
As a result of systemic racism, which has contributed to a gamut of adverse or 
negative circumstances and outcomes, poor inner-city African American students also are 
experiencing a crisis in education.  African American students from impoverished urban 
areas are subjected to even more risk factors; this has been demonstrated through the 
larger number of negative outcomes among this segment of the African American 
population, including lower academic achievement levels, higher school dropout rates, 
and higher rates of school retention. As a result of their improvised backgrounds, some 
African American children are not able to see the connection between academic success 
and later career success (Somers, Owens & Piliawasky, 2008). Consequently, they can 
become apathetic, depressed or aggressive and at risk for low levels of achievement or 
failure in school (Lambie, 2005).  
Research has continued to demonstrate that membership in low-income families 
places the individual at increased risk of negative outcomes, and racism further increases 
the probability of those outcomes. Poor, urban African American children often enter 
school with less than promising academic trajectories and school enrollment appears to 
contribute further to dismal outcomes. Studies have shown that children with multiple 
risk factors have an achievement gap at the kindergarten level that is further increased as 
they move through elementary grades (Burchinal, Roberts, Zeisel, Hennon & Hooper, 
2006). 
 Poor quality schools. There are a number of risk factors both within their 
educational systems and within the larger systems that place the educational outcomes of 
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the Black, poor urban youngsters in jeopardy (Dotterer, McHale & Crouter, 2009). 
Unfortunately many poor, urban children of color also often attend schools that are 
themselves at-risk. Many of these schools are in inferior physical condition, which often 
includes deteriorating physical structure, the dangers of asbestos and poor quality 
drinking water. In addition to structural and health risks, urban school districts often 
struggle with inadequate resources such as limited access to technology and fewer 
updated books and educational materials.  
 Schools that serve poor minority children have been found to introduce additional 
risk factors. Many inner-city schools lack structured supportive environments, have 
institutionalized low academic expectations and often have inadequate educational 
resources (Borman & Rachuba, 2001). Research conducted by Kozol (1997) also 
documented the inequities existing in schools attended by poor urban, African American 
students. These schools often have lower academic standards, lower per student funding 
and more rigid tracking systems (Morales, 2010). Many of the problems encountered in 
urban education may be viewed as systemic. Inadequate funding patterns underserve both 
the number and needs of inner-city schools. The resulting overcrowding contributes to 
increased staff alienation and distant relationships with students. This lack of financial 
and human resources helps foster educational, institutional patterns associated with high 
rates of student failures and drop outs, such as rigid rules, tracking procedures and a lack 
of faculty interest (Laguana, 2004).  
 For many poor urban youngsters, ties to schools and relationships with school 
staff are often at best tenuous because of misconceptions, including lower teacher 
expectations, which often results in a disproportionate number of Black children in the 
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less academically challenging or lower level classes. A desired closeness between teacher 
and child has been understood to be conducive to engagement and participation in class 
activities. To the contrary, the conflicting teacher-child relationships frequently found in 
poor urban schools often contribute to angry, hostile and non-compliant behaviors on the 
part of children. Further support for the high probability of negative outcomes is that 
teacher-child relationships mired in conflict have been found to result in lower levels of 
attachment to school, less class participation and higher levels of school avoidance. This 
supports the contention that these types of teacher-child relationships are another source 
of stress in the lives of poor inner-city Black children and youth (Ladd & Burgess, 2010). 
 Nationally, African American students are overrepresented in the lower tiers of 
educational placement and underrepresented in higher tiers, such as advanced placement 
and mentally gifted programs. Poor African American males appear to be most at risk of 
failure. African American male students, even more frequently than African American 
girls, are particularly underserved by educational institutions and underrepresented in 
these higher-level program options. Male African American students are more heavily 
impacted by factors not conducive to learning, such as low test scores, lack of teacher 
referral for gifted programs, substandard classes and poor class ecology (Burley, 
Bernard-Brak, Marbley & Deason, 2010). Recent studies also have shown that teacher- 
indicated high rates of externalizing behavior among African American boys, who 
consistently disproportionately receive suspensions and expulsions, correlates with lower 
levels of academic performance (Matthews, 2010).  
 Studies have substantiated that African American students often hear opposing 
messages from home and school. Many inner-city Black families continue to support the 
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values of hope, mobility and education. However, too frequently are poor, urban African 
American students mired in a school culture that continuously and almost exclusively 
communicates their deficiency and needs without providing supports and solutions. One 
outcome of these weakness-focused school messages and the related low level of 
academic performance that it helps to engender is revealed in the truly telling statistic that 
there are more African American males in prison than in college. According to recent 
data, approximately one in five African American men is pursing some form of higher 
education, but one in four is in prison (Palmer & Maramba, 2011).  
 Childhood Trauma. Research has established the profound impact of exposure 
to sustained, repeated and multiple childhood traumas on the individual growth and 
developmental process. Findings have reported exposure and victimization, such as 
emotional, sexual and physical abuse, and neglect often results in a number of adverse 
additive symptoms including impairments in affective and self-regulatory abilities or 
capacities. In addition, childhood cumulative trauma was found to significantly influence 
the presence of similar debilitating symptoms in adulthood (Cloitre et al., 2009). 
Childhood trauma has been found to not only increase dysthymia and major depression 
disorders, but also to influence the severity, onset and chronicity as well as to contribute 
to other possible comorbidities.  Studies also have established the fact that the nature and 
possible impact of these behavioral and other mental health concerns are interconnected 
to the individual’s level of resiliency and neurocognitive performance (Wingo, Fani, 
Bradley, Ressler, 2010).  
Chronic exposure to violence. African American children’s chronic exposure to 
violence is another well-documented aspect of urban life in poorer neighborhoods that 
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adversely affects academic and other levels of student functioning.  Researchers have 
found that over 80% of children living in poor urban areas have witnessed acts of 
violence, with 70% reporting that acts of violence have been committed against the 
reporter (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009). In addition to the traumatic impact of being the 
victim of violent assaults, studies also have documented the impact of vicarious violence 
experiences on children’s emotional, behavioral and academic functioning and they have 
found a significant connection to increased substance abuse along with academic 
problems and behavior issues (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009; Kelli & Kliewer, 2006).  
In addition to direct exposure to neighborhood violence, many poor inner-city 
youngsters also are exposed through media coverage, rumors, and interfamilial violence, 
which tend to engender a vigilante and cautious approach to daily living. Some of the 
other identified negative outcomes for children that result from living in poor urban 
communities where violence frequently occurs, are school disengagement and related 
academic failure, anxiety, depression, aggressive behaviors and increased substance 
abuse (Cooley-Quille et al., 2001; Robinson, Paxton & Jonen, 2011). Excessive exposure 
to violence has the potential for promoting developmental disruptions beginning in early 
childhood through adulthood, and for affecting future generations.  Developmental 
outcomes that result from over exposure to violence may contribute to later adverse 
parenting practices or skills that continue the cycle of interrupted development into 
another generation of poor, inner-city African American children.  
Another documented effect of this ongoing exposure to societal, community and 
family violence is a higher dropout rate. Approximately 56 % of disadvantaged 
minorities leave school before graduation (Fusick & Charkow, 2004). Although reported 
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incidents of witnessing violence increases with youngsters’ ages, this early truncation of 
enrollment in public school should be viewed as a culminating process that begins in 
much earlier grades. 
Exposure to substance abuse and Involvement in the criminal justice system. 
 Statistical analysis has unfortunately established the fact that flourishing drug 
enterprises are too frequently present in poor sections of our cities and neighborhoods. As 
a result of these persistent and pervasive drug problems, many urban African American 
children and youth are often exposed to the evidence and ramifications of the drug 
business. Those children who have poor family environments that are characterized by 
little support, cohesion and stability are less buffered from involvement with drug activity 
through sales or use (Robertson, Xu & Stripling, 2010).  Thus, in addition to on-going 
and frequent exposure to violence , which has a propensity for externalized behavior 
problems, exposure to and involvement with substance abuse or to the the sale of illegal 
substances also have often proved to be a bridge to involvement with the juvenile justice 
system and eventually adult systems of incarceration.  
 Negative or deviant peer groups or associations. The norm-violating behaviors 
that are usually associated with the sale or use of illegal substances are frequently 
associated with a social network of more deviant peers or actual gang membership. Of 
particular concern in relationship to academic performance, is the fact that research has 
documented that the youth with early aggressive behaviors and low levels of academic 
readiness are often involved in a cycle of increased exposure to violence because of their 
association with peers who are involved in deviant activities (Boyce, Robinson, & 
Richards, 2011). 
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 Research has shown that associations with deviant peers are a predictor of poor 
outcomes including lower levels of academic achievement, behavior problems and 
substance abuse (Rosenblum et al., 2005). A study conducted by Clark et al. (2008) found 
that students who reported low levels of academic achievement or of having peers who 
engage in drug use are more likely to miss school or smoke marijuana, which supports 
literature associating lower academic performance with substance abuse.  Further 
confounding this situation, children and youth with low self-esteem, tend to start 
substance abuse or involvement in anti-social activities earlier in an effort to raise their 
levels of self-esteem (Piko, Fitzpatrick, & Wright, 2005). 
 Low value placed on education and academic achievement. Another 
confounding variable when exploring the other variables that contribute to low levels of 
academic achievement for Black, poor urban youngsters is that in their current 
environmental milieu, academic success is often defined as a value more appropriate for 
those of other races. Studies have reported that an obstacle to academic achievement is 
the peer pressure not to succeed (Reis & Diaz, 1999). To fully comprehend this finding, 
knowledge of the impact that stereotype threats have on the functioning of many 
individuals of color must be understood and also the related need for distancing from a 
perceived source of anxiety.  
 In a classic study Ogbu (1987) found that a crucial difference between voluntary 
immigrants and citizens who are descended from slavery is the caste-like status of 
descendants of former slaves in relation to opportunities for upward mobility. Immigrants 
very often viewed adverse conditions as temporary problems that will be overcome, and 
in many instances, through involvement in the education process. Many poor urban 
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African American parents do not trust educational institutions to educate their children 
adequately, and many members of the African American underclass do not have models 
in their communities to disprove this viewpoint (Dotterer et al., 2009). 
 The mass media is replete with stories about African American children and youth 
involved in aggressive or other types of socially unacceptable externalized behaviors. 
However, as a result of all of the stressors present in their lives, many of these inner-city 
children and youth are experiencing many unreported and often unnoticed internalized 
problems such as anxiety and depression. These internalized behavior concerns often 
contribute to a negative view of life, fostering a tendency to view difficulties as 
insurmountable, which has a detrimental influence on academic achievement levels 
(Miller, 1999; Margolin, 2005). 
Limited Coping Strategies. Ultimately, risk factors are measured on an 
individual basis, but the impact of a cumulative at-risk status stems from a myriad of 
variables including both distal and proximal events. Multiple risk models recognize that 
distal factors such as poverty, single parenthood, large family size, low levels of parental 
education, and low availability of access to goods and services contribute to problems 
with functioning on a multitude of levels. These models also acknowledge the effects of 
proximal variables such as personal characteristics, parenting style, family 
communication cohesion and support on individual outcomes (Burchinal, Roberts, 
Rowley & Zeisel, 2008).   
There is a continuum of interrelated factors connected to family, school, 
community and broader social influences that place the individual at risk, and in many 
instances the individual’s adaptive process does not provide sufficient support for optimal 
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functioning. These students’ adaptive processes do not promote enough resiliency to 
overcome invasive or dysfunctional factors, to sustain overall healthy functioning and to 
recover from the trauma resulting from the environmental invasive or dysfunctional 
variables.  
Protective Factors 
There are extensive numbers of risk factors that would predispose African 
American children and youth to negative outcomes; however, some African American 
students have been able to traverse the gauntlet of at-risk factors and processes through 
an adaptive utilization of salient protective factors. In this context, protective factors can 
be understood as those internal and external resources that assist individuals in reducing 
or modifying the effect of singular or related chains of negative factors and processes that 
have the potential for adversely affecting healthy functioning and goal achievement 
(Elias & Haynes, 2008). African American children and youth have benefited from 
protective factors such as strong extended families, strong work ethics, strong 
achievement orientation, adaptability of families’ roles and strong religious affiliations. 
 It should be noted, however, that the impact of these proactive factors are not 
unique to African American children and youth and they may be viewed as factors 
affecting growth and development for children and youth from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds. Unfortunately in many inner city environments, these protective factors are 
not considered applicable or effective in combating the many problems and concerns 
experienced by poor, urban African American children and youth. Thus these inner city 
students are routinely and frequently viewed as at-risk rather than children of promise 
(Whiting, 2006).  
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 Religious Affiliation. Many African Americans have an Afrocentric perspective 
or core values. These organized sets of interrelated values are based on a worldview that 
emphasizes the importance of group relationships, interdependence, spirituality and 
cooperation. African Americans receive social support and experience an affirmation of 
their cultural identities through a shared collectivist worldview and social orientation 
(Utsey, Hook, Stanard & Giesbrecht, 2008). Within many Black communities the church, 
as a source of both political and spiritual support and familism????, extended family, has 
been primary sources of strength and salvation (Brook & Pahl, 2005; McCabe, Clark & 
Douglass, 1999). 
 Researchers have documented the influence of religious affiliation in sheltering 
youngsters and their families from the adverse impact of negative environmental factors. 
Religious affiliation has been shown to be a meaningful, protective factor across family 
groups. Research has shown a relationship between socialization experiences connected 
to the African American church and positive developmental outcomes related to 
educational attainment (Haight, 1998). The critical role played by African American 
churches as a socializing agent in low-income communities has long been recognized. 
The mutual aid and social services element of Black churches often have an important 
role in providing for the needs of poor communities (Barrett, 2009). Thus, African 
American religiosity, with considerable significance, has been most influential within one 
of the groups considered to be most at risk, single mother families with income less than 
twenty thousand dollars per year (Jones-Sanpei, 2009).  
 Involved vigilante parenting. Research has shown that the most consistent 
predictor of high academic levels of achievement and students’ attitudes toward learning 
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is parental expectations (Somers, Owens & Piliawsky, 2008). Allied with this 
overarching finding, previous studies by Burchinal et al. (2006) found that parenting 
style is an important protective factor and mediator in relation to academic achievement 
and adjustment for African American children exposed to potential and multiple 
debilitating environmental factors. For youth who live in high-risk areas, the parental 
role is one of the most crucial factors (Copeland-Linder, Lambert & Ialongo, 2010). 
Involved or demanding parenting, through which parents provide a high level of 
supervision and monitoring as well as discipline practices that focus on preventive 
strategies, lead to warm supportive relationships that provide protection against many of 
the stressors encountered by children and youth in impoverished urban environments 
(Piko et al., 2005; Thomas et al., 2007). These encouraging and supportive parenting 
practices help to foster a sense of autonomy as students become adolescents. The 
emotional support provided by these parents is instrumental in providing students with 
the confidence to explore more widely the different aspects of the environment, which 
further provides the supports needed to promote higher levels of academic achievement 
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002).  
 Equally important, these parents also support their children’s academic 
achievements and higher educational goals not only through explicit statements and 
other conversations about the importance of education, but also through specific action. 
These parental commitments include actions such as making financial sacrifices and 
working long hours for the achievement of identified educational goals (Morales, 2010; 
Gardynik & McDonald, 2005).  
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  Some findings have indicated that the impact of parental involvement and 
monitoring declines after elementary school.  However, one should also consider the 
relative importance of such findings; despite apparent adolescent rebellion, most 
youngsters usually have begun to internalize family values and norms by the time they 
enter middle and secondary schools. Thus, the impact of decreased parental influence 
may be negligible in relation to long-term educational outcomes. In addition, other 
researchers have documented that demanding parenting with high expectations remains 
a constant in the lives of many academically successful African American students 
(Brody et al., 2004). 
  Dr. Reginald Clark’s research on low-income African Americans (1983) 
indicates that families’ psychoemotional patterns of process and their coping abilities are 
key variables that affect the academic success or failure of student members.  As can be 
expected, self-control is an underlying variable that is both an implicit and explicit 
variable that is a part of this essential parenting, also affecting a child’s level of 
readiness for school, later academic competence and involvement with deviant peers or 
activities. 
These critical family attributes affect a child’s level of readiness for entering 
school successfully and maintaining high achievement levels in school. This level of 
readiness should be understood in the context of teachers’ and school systems’ set of 
expectations for students' academic and emotional behaviors; these include the ability to 
engage in quiet social interactions, use standard English, accept personal responsibility 
for behavior and any attendant consequences, and mindfulness of personal hygiene and 
appearance.  When students meet these expectations of schools and of teachers, they are 
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nurtured and taught. However, deviations from these norms result in negative 
stereotyping that leads to ineffective teaching and to substantial decreases in student 
learning (Clark, 1983). 
  Racial socialization and racial identity. W.E. Dubois (1903) noted many years 
ago that the color line is one of the most significant problems in American and that there 
are a number of instrumental decisions made affecting life outcomes, based on an 
individual’s race. Unfortunately this premise continues to be true and systemic racism 
remains a hazard.  As a result, African American children continue to encounter adverse 
circumstances disproportionately.   All parents must prepare their children to live in the 
larger society or in the world, but parents of children of color have a special responsibility 
in regard to preparation for effective living. Therefore, another critical aspect of parenting 
for many African Americans is preparing their children to respond to racism in such a 
manner that racism does not circumvent their positive processes and progress. This 
socialization or preparation for the possibility of harassment and other discriminatory 
practices is essential in helping Black youngsters to interpret devaluing messages so that 
they are able to reject these devaluing messages and to develop and maintain a high sense 
of self-esteem (Neblett et al., 2008). 
In contrast to racial socialization, racial identification is feeling close or connected 
to members of one’s race. An additional part of this process for Black parents is helping 
their children to develop a sense of ethnic pride. Studies have shown that ethnic pride, 
which helps youngsters to feel positive about themselves and their group, is a protective 
factor conducive to a generalized feeling of positive self-regard and to increased 
satisfactory outcomes (Brook & Pahl, 2005; Miller & McIntosh, 1999; Miller, 1999; 
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Wills et al., 2007). Some research also has indicated that African American male students 
obtain even more academic benefits from feeling connected to their ethnic group than 
females. This often unmet need among Black male students may have implications for 
understanding the academic differences that exist between poor, urban, African American 
male and female students. 
 The academically successful urban youth achieves a high level of academic 
mastery, in part from adhering to mainstream values and beliefs, but a strong 
foundational component to these successful outcomes is often a positive sense of self and 
connection with the African American community that serves as insulation from the 
negative conditions encountered as a result of pervasive racism (Billingsley, 1968; Miller 
& McIntosh, 1999; Thomas et al, 2007).  
Researchers have found that when adolescents have been socialized about racial 
barriers and interracial protocol, they have earned higher grades than youth who did not 
receive this type of socialization. Another study found similar results among a group of 
African American eighth graders. There was a correlation between an awareness of racial 
barriers and high grade point averages (Dotterer et al., 2009). This connection to their 
racial group and knowledge of their history helps Black students to cope with setbacks 
and failures in a non-self devaluing manner, thus reducing the type of self-blame that can 
hinder academic achievement. Researchers have found a positive connection between 
pro-Black or African American identities among students and pro-school attitudes and 
behaviors (Wright, 2011).  
 Studies also have shown that racial pride and students’ related sense of obligation 
to improve the plight of their race serves as a motivating factor and helps students view 
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their eventual upward mobility as a contribution rather than an abandonment of one’s 
race (Morales, 2010; Dotterer et al., 2009; Oyserman, Brickman, Bybee & Celious, 2006; 
McCabe et al., 1999).  
 Positive peers. Another protective factor for high achieving Black, poor, inner-
city youngsters is associating with positive peers who promote the attributes and 
activities conducive to upward mobility. Students use these relationships to support each 
other’s strong work ethic and persistence, which manifests as a willingness and desire to 
class-jump (Irving & Hudley, 2008).  In a study conducted by Reis and Diaz (1999), 
academically high achieving students of color attributed some of their motivation to 
overcome and achieve, to networks that included other high achieving students, 
participation in organizations such as the Honor Society and Upward Bound, and being 
grouped in advanced and honors classes (Reis & Diaz, 1999).  
 African America students are particularly subject to the negative impact of low 
achieving peers because, in some cases, academic excellent may be viewed as “acting 
white” and thus place the youth at risk of isolation and estrangement from desired social 
connections (Ford & Moore, 2006). Nonetheless, some African American achievers are 
buffered from the impact of this possible social isolation by positive feelings of racial 
identity and connections with other peers who also are focused on achievement and 
upward mobility (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 
 Involvement of caring adult. The presence of one caring adult, in some cases 
this has been a sibling, extended family member or an interested adult, has been shown to 
make a critical difference in the lives of these often environmentally challenged young 
people (Dash, 1996; Margolin, 2006). Findings from other studies have indicated the 
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importance of skilled mentoring as an effective intervention in combating potential 
academic failure, particularly among high-risk boys as they begin high school (Laguana, 
2004). The critical importance of positive, caring relationships with persons such as 
mentors, and teachers cannot be overstated in radically increasing the chances for 
successful life outcomes for poor urban Black youngsters.  
 Cognitive ability and language. Cognitive skills have served as both promotive 
and protective factors for African American adolescents. Language skills development 
has been demonstrated as another protective factor that helps to promote academic 
achievement for African American students.  Language skills appear to be particularly 
important in preventing school failure for African American students who have the 
greatest number of risk factors. Studies have demonstrated the mediating effect of 
students’ language skills, at the time of school entry, on risk, achievement outcomes and 
the development of behavior problems (Burchinal et al., 2006; Burchinal et al., 2008).  
 High self-esteem. Overall, more positive outcomes have been associated with 
high levels of individual self-esteem, even in cases in which acting out or delinquent 
behavior has previously taken place. In these cases, high self-esteem has been viewed as 
a protective factor for preventing the behavior from becoming worse. This, in part, stems 
from the finding that higher levels of self-esteem are associated with less aggression, 
depression and anxiety (Yakin & McIntosh, 2003). Of equally importance, high self-
esteem may be understood as contributing to a resilient orientation, which affects how a 
youngster views or assesses a situation and the appropriate behavior choice available 
within that situation (Yakin & McMahon, 2003). 
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Involvement in activities. Activities in school and outside of school have been 
associated with adaptive and positive personal development for children and adolescents. 
Along with appropriate academic instruction and supports, involvement in school 
activities complements academic growth through providing a means for socialization and 
the acquisition of social skills, increasing students’ senses of belonging, helping to reduce 
tension through involvement in physical activities and providing another avenue for 
success or a way to be somebody. Engaging in out of school activities is also linked to an 
increased sense of achievement and to higher levels of self-esteem (Margolin, 2060). In 
addition, this type of student participation provides opportunities for exposure to other 
lifestyles and social networks as well as to opportunities for experiential learning 
(Wiggan, 2008).  All of these are critical to optimal growth and development to all age 
groups, but become even more relevant as students enter adolescence. 
Educational Goals. Strong orientation toward the future influences thoughts and 
behaviors and provides a focus on attainment of prospective goals and potential resources 
rather than placing a focus on immediate gratification. In such cases, students are guided 
by the belief that positive ideas about the future are realistic, attainable and worthy 
(Morales, 2010). 
 A willingness and desire to leave the student’s socioeconomic group to move up 
in social class is a difficult decision that is often a result of mentoring and exposure to 
other lifestyles and outcomes. Although this decision may be viewed as a natural 
occurrence in American society, it is a decision that requires intellectual effort and 
emotional fortitude. This journey to the middle class may be perceived by some poor 
students of color and their community as abandonment, and thus requires both 
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commitment and courage to withstand the frequent loneliness of the transition from 
known communities to a relatively unknown socioeconomic class (Morales, 2010).   
 Resiliency. Environmental disadvantages and stereotypes can lead to academic 
and behavioral problems among children, and this is particularly true among Black poor 
children because of the multitude of related adverse factors and processes. Nonetheless, 
not all poor, urban African American children have negative outcomes; many transcend 
or overcome these difficult circumstances (Miller & MacIntosh, 1999). Children who 
adapt or succeed despite a number of adverse risks are called resilient. Resiliency is a 
result of a number of factors: personal and other individual characteristics, student and 
family circumstances, social and academic school organization, the community settings 
and the interrelationships of these factors (Benson, 2003). Studies have substantiated the 
fact that psychosocial factors correlating with resiliency include such elements as active 
coping, optimism, facing fears, positive emotions, cognitive reappraisal, social support, 
goal centered life and spirituality (Wingo et al., 2010). Researchers also have identified 
several characteristics or strengths that individuals use to overcome childhood traumas. 
The Challenge Model focuses on seven types of resilient behaviors that, when combined, 
lead to resiliency and an increased ability to cope with adversity. These behaviors and 
characteristics assets are insight, independence, relationships, initiative, creativity, humor 
and morality (Skogrand et al., 2007). 
Risk factors, protective factors and developmental assets have been identified as 
the three major components of resilience (Burley et al., 2010).  Resilience and related 
academic self-efficacy are dynamic processes of adaptation and reflect a child’s ability to 
maintain or regain equilibrium despite the most trying circumstances (Goldstein & 
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Brooks, 2002). Developmental assets are personal qualities and characteristics 
contributing to the individual or child’s adaptive change process, which include cognitive 
and language skills abilities, perceived internal locus of control and resultant high levels 
of self-esteem. Other more immediate external resources also have essential roles in the 
urban youngster’s ability to overcome or succeed despite the odds against many children 
and youth. As discussed, these protective factors include family stability, cohesion, 
availability and involvement that translate into warm, supportive and directive 
relationships. Equally significant are the impacts of Meso level influences and structures, 
such as neighborhood make-up, school structures, available services and resources. In 
addition Marco or broader level influences and structures such as social and economic 
policies have roles in helping to determine life chances and life outcome for many of our 
underprivileged inner city youth and children.  
 Flexible coping strategies. Coping is an adaptation to the stressors or risk factors 
that African American children encounter in life. These strategies may be viewed as 
active or problem-focused, avoidant or accommodative. Active coping strategies are 
based on reducing or removing the cause of the stress and changing one’s response to the 
stress. Avoidant coping strategies serve to avoid or disengage from the stressors and to 
the thoughts or feelings related to the stressor. Accommodative coping strategies are 
efforts to adapt to the situation through reframing, through accepting or through 
distracting one’s self with positive thoughts or activities. Although other types of coping 
strategies also are pertinent in response to uncontrollable stressors, active or problem 
focused activities have been shown to be more effective in producing positive outcomes 
(Kliewer et al., 2004; Robertson et al., 2010; Yakin & McMahon, 2003).  
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 These coping strategies can be viewed as important factors or elements of social 
and emotional competence that manifests in essential emotional, cognitive and behavioral 
knowledge and in socially appropriate behaviors across different setting (Elias & Haynes, 
2008). The type of utilized coping strategies or the levels of social and emotional 
competence of African American youth is also one of determinants in whether or not the 
child or youth eventually manifests emotional and behavioral problems, which as 
discussed earlier, can often be the precursor to lower levels of academic mastery.  
 Insight. Many students who overcome difficult or adverse circumstances develop 
insight about the obstacles that they encounter in their lives, including how these 
hindrances affect themselves and others. These children are willing to work hard and 
strive to achieve, despite their trying circumstances. Positive outcomes to their oftentimes 
successful efforts contribute to the development of high levels of self-esteem and 
confidence, as well as to the belief that they can solve problems and change the impact of 
events in their lives (Edwards, Mumford, Shillingford, & Serra-Roldan, 2007). 
 Positive Connections to Multiple Environments.  Making a difference or 
mattering to others has been shown to be a significant component of mental health or 
wellness. Individuals who believe they are noticed and cared for by others believe they 
matter. Literature has recognized “mattering” as an essential need that individuals must 
have fulfilled to feel important to other essential people in their lives. Research also has 
shown the connections between “mattering” and constructs such as higher self esteem, 
lower academic stress and psychological well being (Tucker, Dixon, & Griddine, 2010).  
 Experiences of “mattering” naturally vary within individuals across settings. 
However, adolescents who feel connected and supported by family, school and 
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neighborhood have reduced their levels of antisocial behavior, but increased their levels 
of academic achievement (Witherspoon, Schotland, Way, & Hughes, 2009). Thus, 
students’ feelings of mattering or being significant in a number of settings that include 
family, neighborhood and school also directly affect students’ levels of achievement. 
Despite the many negative generalizations about African American male students that 
permeate many school systems, indicated by their overrepresentation in special education 
classes and disciplinary referrals (Noguera, 2003), studies have shown that extensive 
school support or mattering at school is directly linked to academic success (Tucker, 
Dixon, & Griddine, 2010; Stewart, 2007). 
 Beginning with early studies of attachment, research has demonstrated that strong 
feelings of family connections support healthy growth and development. Healthy 
attachment to one’s family is a significant protective factor that is connected to positive 
psychosocial outcomes. Related to this concept is the fact that strong family ties or the 
feeling of mattering within one’s family also has been connected to high level of 
academic achievement and low levels of school disengagement (Witherspoon et al., 
2009; Unger et al., 2000).  
 Poor urban neighborhoods are often viewed as problematic and as potential 
contributors to negative or deviant behaviors. Nonetheless, a collective sense of 
community in some lower socioeconomic communities is a psychological construct that 
contributes to the social capital of resident youngsters. When interconnected to other 
“mattering” settings, positive community connections increase students’ sense of 
belonging, and add to the resources available on the individual level. Thus neighborhood 
cohesion can be viewed as a more distal or underlying contributor to mattering and to the 
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connected positive sense of self that is conducive to higher grades (Witherspoon & 
Hughes, 2005). 
  Culture and Context. Literature has documented students’ negative perspectives 
of schools’ often Eurocentric curriculum. This curricular approach, which highlights the 
achievement of Western Europe, does not give sufficient attention to other cultures, 
including African American culture. In many cases, these curricula insufficiencies are 
undergirded by incongruence between the students’ cultures and the culture found within 
school. Researchers have found that schools often do a disservice to African American 
students by their devaluing of African American culture and accomplishments. There is 
little actual integration of the African American presence and accomplishments in 
American history in school’s curriculum (Banks & McGee-Banks, 2005). This does a 
disservice to both African American students and students from other ethnic groups by 
subliminally providing misinformation that contributes to the continuation of systemic 
racism and the polarization of different racial groups.  
 African American and other students of color are interested in curriculum that is 
more culturally relevant, sensitive and diverse, one that recognizes non-Europeans 
lifestyles, values and contributions throughout the years. Students also have expressed the 
belief that teachers should acknowledge them as being knowledgeable about the meaning 
and value of their culture and allow them to contribute to their educational process 
(Wiggan, 2003).   
 This disconnect with the culture of African American students is further 
evidenced in the use of teaching strategies based on the Anglo-American concepts of 
individual competition and autonomy, which is contrary to the African American values 
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of kinship and group orientation (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).  A number of studies have 
shown that African American students learn more and make more academic progress 
when cooperative learning strategies are implemented. These studies also indicate that 
African American students report higher levels of satisfaction with group interaction, 
enjoyment of the assigned task and positive connections with other group members 
(Hurley, Boykin, & Allen, 20050) when involved in cooperative learning activities. 
However, the use of such afro-centric teaching strategies is the exception rather than the 
norm. Literature has established that along with socioeconomic status and stereotype 
threat, one of the most common explanations for the underperformance of African 
American is cultural discontinuity (Matthews, Kizzie, Rowley, & Cortina, 2010). Thus, 
research demonstrates that the quality, content and context of education provided to 
African American students often does not support their abilities to graduate from high 
school, seek meaningful employment or enroll in institutions of higher education (Palmer 
& Maramba, 2011).  
 
Supportive school environment  
 Despite the many current negative findings, optimally functioning schools can 
make a difference in the lives of students faced with many risk factors. The supportive 
school environments that provide competent, caring teachers and responsive and 
available staff within a safe school atmosphere have been found to be conducive to higher 
levels of student engagement and achievement. A study comparing poor, urban African 
American youth with a sample of impoverished, urban Hungarian youth found that 
parental monitoring appeared to be a universal protective factor, but that engagement 
Individual Characteristics  34  
   
with teachers and a sense of belonging in school were more significant variables for 
Black, poor, inner-city youth (Piko et al., 2005). Other American research findings have 
supported this study, indicating that poor, urban African American students perceive that 
caring and engaging teachers who provide high quality instruction as a part of school 
processes and structures contribute to their academic success. These findings also 
indicated that students find interactive teaching that encourages the development of 
critical thinking skills, and that involves self-direction and teamwork or cooperative 
learning as being most conducive to optimal learning and academic success (Wiggan, 
2008). Additionally, research has shown that children who can be characterized as 
resilient experience similar positive educational circumstances or processes. These 
students frequently have been a part of positive school climates and they have interacted 
with a number of caring teacher (Edwards et al., 2007).  
 School Culture. School culture communicates to students how the school system 
views students and their ethnic groups. School climates that embody valuing, respect and 
interconnections among various constituent groups help promote positive student 
perspectives, and such climates are directly connected to higher levels of student success. 
When this type of support is not readily available, some African American students may 
leave the school system by dropping out (Moore, 2006). Thus, research suggests that 
improving educational outcomes for poor urban students of color will require the 
changing of teachers’ low expectations about probable levels of achievement, eliminating 
substandard curriculum and changing policies, procedures and behaviors that cause poor 
black students to feel alienated from school systems (Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010). 
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 An emphasis on efforts to promote social justice also has been found to be another 
catalyst that is conducive to higher levels of achievement among African American 
students. Studies have shown that among poor, urban, male African American students, a 
group that is often plagued with the highest rates of underachievement, successful, 
engaging teaching practices have been anchored in a philosophical and practical 
understanding of the need for social change efforts to address the inequalities experienced 
by Black students. This approach is an instrumental part of helping students to make 
sense of their educational and social conditions (Brown, 2009).                   
Increasing Educational Opportunities and Life Chances 
 The current situation in many urban areas is deplorable and contributes to 
questions about the potential for saving America’s cities. Ironically, the histories of many 
groups who were or who remain marginalized by American society provide lessons for 
striving to salvage many of our potentially lost children. Similar to other groups, African 
Americans have used education to overcome extremely challenging circumstances, and in 
doing so they have obtained benefits for themselves as well as others, which have proven 
to be instrumental in helping America to prosper and become a world leader.  
 In spite of the recognition by many African Americans of the value of education, 
many African American students continue to experience low levels of academic 
achievement, high rates of educational dropout, overrepresentation in special education 
classes, low standardized test scores and eventual low levels of college enrollment (Irving 
& Hudley, 2008). Therefore, a salient question is what changes need to be made in our 
educational institutions and processes, along with changes in other institutions, to provide 
some of the essential supports needed by many of our African American students?  
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 Risk and protective factors, individual characteristics, related adaptive resiliency 
and school processes are clearly connected to students’ levels of academic mastery. A 
study by Burchinal et al. (2008) found that the extent of exposure to multiple risk factors 
was related to lower reading, mathematics and social skills as well as to more problem 
behaviors in grades four and six. Classroom and school ecology have been directly 
connected to students’ achievement levels. Studies have found that school climate can 
either promote or impede classroom instruction and student learning. A safe and orderly 
school climate has been demonstrated to contribute to positive student outcomes. 
Researchers have begun to pay more attention to understanding how schools affect 
students’ resiliency; these researchers have noted that school structures and functioning 
can provide protection that mitigates against academic failures and other negative 
outcomes in the lives of their students (Borman, & Rachuba, 2001).  
 Promoting resilience and academic efficacy. Research findings also indicate 
that students’ perceptions and expectations also affect motivation and eventual outcomes. 
A student’s sense of academic efficacy, which is based on past experiences, also is a 
critical factor in predicting student success (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). However, 
research literature has thoroughly documented the impact of supportive adults and 
positive schools in changing potentially negative trajectories. Thus, one very apparent 
course of action would be to structure school functioning in a manner that would include 
a larger cadre of concerned, caring adults through available resources in the school or 
through reaching out to family members and other community resources (Piko et al., 
2005).  
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 Nonetheless, questions certainly remain about which factors, individual attributes 
and school processes are more conducive to producing the desired, higher level of 
academic mastery and achievement among poor, urban, African American students. 
Another component in the search for what will be most effective in promoting this type 
of academic proficiency and growth is the understanding that the required approach 
should be based on an analysis of an interactive cluster of protective factors rather than a 
simple linear process or the addition of variables and factors (Morales, 2010; Stewart, 
2007).  
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Chapter 3 
Methods 
Data Sources and Collection 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the individual characteristics, protective 
factors and school processes contributing to the school success of urban, low-income, 
African American eleventh and twelfth grade, high academic achievers who are using 
their academic successes to work towards upward mobility. The data collected assisted in 
determining salient contributors to these students’ “against the odds” academic success. 
A study goal is the eventual use of this information in developing programs that replicate 
the most germane or significant factors, characteristics and processes most conducive to 
supporting and enhancing the academic success of other poor, urban, African American 
students.   
  The study used a qualitative approach, which provided the focus for exploring, in 
an extensive and detailed manner, the underlying components supporting the unpredicted 
academic success of these poor, inner-city, African American students. There has been a 
great deal of concern about the underachievement of poor, urban, Black students, and the 
potentially negative life-long trajectories that low levels of academic achievement often 
impose. Information has been sought to determine the reasons for these poor levels of 
achievement, and questions have been raised about the many probable causes for such 
low levels of mastery (Albury, et al., 2005; Somers, Owens, & Piliawsky, 2008; Song, 
2006; Witherspoon, Scholand, Way, & Hughes, 2009). This study, however, had a 
different objective because it has attempted to develop a theory about the possible 
contributors to academic success, rather than academic failure that will guide the creation 
Individual Characteristics  39  
   
of programs for students with similar life circumstances. Qualitative research’s most 
established approach, Grounded Theory, was used to achieve the goals of this study. 
 Grounded Theory is a type of qualitative analysis that does not predetermine the 
nature of the inquiry through the a priori generation of and testing of hypotheses. Instead, 
this method attempts to generate extensive and varied data that are collated and 
categorized through post hoc analysis. Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, who 
developed the Grounded Theory approach, promulgated the idea that theories should be 
developed or grounded in data from participants who have experienced the events and 
processes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Grounded Theory is a method of investigation in 
which a general abstract theory about a process, action or interaction is developed or 
grounded in the data collected thorough the views of participants (Creswell, 2009).   
Thus, the goal of Grounded Theory research is to develop a new and comprehensive 
theory from the lived experiences of the participants who share their experiences with 
interviewers (Padgett, 2009). Two major approaches in Grounded Theory are the 
systematic procedures of Strauss and Corbin (1998) and Charmaz’s constructivist 
approach (2006). This study, which followed the analytic procedures of Strauss and 
Corbin, focused on the life experiences of poor, urban African American high school 
students who are high academic achievers.  
 In qualitative studies, the researcher participates in interactive interviews with 
subjects in a reflective and sensitive manner that is embedded in knowledge, experience 
and literature (Ponterotto, 2010). The researcher participates, through the use of an 
interview protocol, by asking for clarification and expansion of the subjects’ responses 
and by recording process notes immediately after the interview.  
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 These process notes are another type of data, which provide the researcher’s 
thoughts and reflections immediately after the interview. A critical element of qualitative 
research is allowing the data to emerge, free from previously developed theories that 
could bias subsequent recognition of emerging themes. In keeping with this essential 
element, process notes do not simply focus on the content of the data; rather, they explore 
and capture the nuances or less tangible parts of the subjects’ communications. Process 
recording notes focus on considerations such as language selected, emotional overtones, 
and respondents’ emphases, which may not be noticed in transcripts of recorded 
interviews. Thus, process recording notes assist in identifying and discerning the 
underlying context and interrelationships of expressed ideas. This helps the interviewer to 
serve as a conduit for a more complete understanding of subjects’ communicated ideas 
and beliefs (Creswell, 2009; Padgett, 2009; Ponterott, 2010).   
In this study, the researcher also shares race and a similar experiential background 
with the subjects. The researcher is an African American female, who was raised in a 
poor urban neighborhood in New York City. Thus, the researcher has experienced 
exposure to many of the risk factors previously identified in the study, as well as to some 
of the potential supports.  The researcher’s similar background may be a resource that 
will aid in developing a greater in-depth understanding of the subjects’ thoughts, 
expressions and perspectives. 
Measures 
 Two types of instruments were used during this study.  One measure was a semi- 
structured interview based on ten open-ended narrative questions that were developed by 
the researcher and the researcher’s dissertation committee (Appendix C). The semi-
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structured interview’s open-ended questions were used as a way of obtaining the 
students’ perspectives of life events and processes, including school experiences that 
have helped promote their academic success. The interview protocol also assisted in 
obtaining information about the students’ self-described characteristics. 
 The second measure was a questionnaire that was used to obtain demographic 
information such as age, gender, racial background, and grade point average, and to 
confirm information obtained from school personnel and school records. The 
demographic part of the interview also included information about involvement in sports, 
in extracurricular activities as well as other interests; it was designed to assist in 
providing a more holistic understanding of the students’ experiences.  
Participants 
 Participants were recruited from three comprehensive urban high schools in the 
School District in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: John Bartram, Robert Vaux and Overbrook 
High Schools. The majority of students attending these three high schools would be 
characterized as being at-risk for low academic performance due to the poverty index in 
the neighborhoods from which the student population is drawn. Graduation rates in these 
three high schools are far below the national average. The 2010 graduation rate for the 
2006 freshman cohort from Overbrook High School was 52%. The 2010 graduation rate 
for the John Bartram High School’s cohort was 46%, and the 2010 graduation rate for the 
cohort from Robert Vaux High School was 39% (Philadelphia Public School Notebook, 
April 2011). All three high schools are co-educational, with varying total student 
populations.  During the 2011-2012 academic year, 395 students attended Robert Vaux; 
1,005 students were enrolled in John Bartram, and Overbrook had a student population of 
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1,181. The students enrolled at the three high schools are primarily African American. 
African Americans are 90.4% of the student enrollment at John Bartram High School, 
96.8 % of the student enrollment at Overbrook High School, and 96.8 % of the student 
population at Robert Vaux High School.   
 All three schools have a high percentage of economically disadvantaged or poor 
students.  Economically disadvantaged students represent 94.1% of the student 
population in Robert Vaux High School, 83.6 % of the population at Overbrook High 
School and 83.5% of the student population at John Bartram High School.  Many of the 
students attending these high schools have Pennsylvania System of School Assessment 
(PSSA) scores indicative of low levels of academic mastery.  During the 2010-2011 
school year, only 12.2% of the eleventh grade students attending Robert Vaux High 
School scored as being proficient or advanced on the PSSA in reading and only 9.5% of 
these students scored as being proficient or advanced in mathematics. During the 2010-
2011 school year, Overbrook High School’s eleventh grade students demonstrated higher 
reading and mathematical outcomes on the PSSA than Robert Vaux High students, but 
the school’s performance was still dismal. Only 24.8% of Overbrook’s students were 
proficient or advanced in reading and only 15.2% scored as being proficient or advanced 
in mathematics. In comparison with the other two high schools, John Bartram High 
School’s eleventh grade performance on the PSSA was substantially above the 
performance of the eleventh graders in the other two schools, but still far below both 
Pennsylvania and the Philadelphia School District’s average of obtained scores. Among 
the John Bartram students, 25.7% scored as being proficient or advanced in reading, and 
21.7% had scores that were considered proficient or advanced in mathematics.  
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 In addition to these key indicators of schools with a high percentage of students 
who are academically in jeopardy, all three schools have disproportionately large 
numbers of students receiving special education services. In Robert Vaux High School, 
27.6% of the students have been identified as having disabilities. Special education 
students represent 22.1 % of the student population in John Bartram High School, and 
19.5% of the students enrolled in Overbrook high school (School District of Philadelphia, 
2011). Other demographic data, such as age, grade and gender were obtained through 
school records and confirmed through questions on the demographic portion of the 
interview questionnaire that was administered to the participants. 
 Participants were selected through a sample of convenience rather than through a 
randomized sample. A sample of convenience identifies a group of subjects chosen on the 
basis of ease of access, rather than their representative profile. Theoretical sampling was 
used rather than the more traditional forms of sampling. With this type of sampling, 
additional participants continued to be interviewed until saturation was reached. 
Saturation was been reached when all the concepts and constructs had been fully 
developed and all of the categories had been fully explored (Ponterotto, 2010). 
 Subjects were selected, based on both exclusionary and inclusionary criteria. 
Inclusionary criteria consisted of the following: (a) self-identified African American (b) 
in the junior or senior class (c) have begun the college admissions process. More 
specifically, students who have visited colleges, are enrolled in college-based programs 
for high school students, have applied to colleges or have been accepted by a college (d) 
on the school’s Honor Roll and (e) poverty and low socioeconomic status. Exclusionary 
criteria included (a) students who are not African American and (b) students who are not 
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on the school’s Honor Roll (c) students who have not begun the college admission 
process. Students who do not meet the stipulated requirements were not considered for 
inclusion in this study. This was a result of the study’s objectives of exploring the 
experiences of poor, urban, African American students who have been successful 
academically in order to perform an in-depth analysis of the conditions contributing to 
these students’ high levels of achievement.  
 
Procedure 
Assent was obtained from participants under the age of 18 through the use of an 
assent form (refer to Appendix A). Informed consent forms were obtained from parents 
of minors that explained the purpose and procedures, as well as the risks and benefits of 
the study (refer to Appendix B). Participants were interviewed individually in a room 
designated by school personnel.  Audio taping of each interview took place; consent for 
the audiotaping was obtained in written form. This information was stated in the consent 
and assent forms. The audio tape recorder used was a good quality desktop model rated 
as sensitive to vocal reproduction. 
 Semi-structured interviews (refer to Appendix D and appendix E) were conducted 
individually and the interviews were approximately 35 to 60 minutes in length. 
Participants were notified prior to the interview that they would participate in an 
interview of such an approximate length. The interviews were scheduled at times that 
were least intrusive to students’ academic schedules and interviews began with a brief 
introduction per the script provided in Appendix C. Participants were asked if they had 
any further questions at that time and the responsible investigator responded to any 
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students’ questions or concerns. Students also were reminded that they could withdraw 
their permission to be interviewed at any point.   
 The study questions posed during the interview were open-ended and thus were 
conducive to eliciting in-depth, rich and descriptive information from respondents. The 
interview protocol consisted of ten broad questions and concluded with a demographic 
questionnaire. The first of the broad questions explored students’ understanding or 
conception of success. The second question asked participants to identify attributes that 
contributed to the student’s success. The third question focused on participants’ concepts 
or view of themselves and others’ view of the student. The next question solicited 
information about students’ perspectives of their neighborhoods and communities. The 
fifth question focused on specific school experiences that were helpful or not helpful to 
students in relation to successful academic outcomes. This was followed by a sixth 
question that sought information about self-identified challenges, outcomes in relation to 
those challenges and the means used if the challenges and obstacles were overcome.  A 
seventh question sought information about the students’ activities outside of school. The 
eighth question asked participants to identify what had made a difference in their lives. 
The next question asked students if any important aspects of their lives had not been 
discussed. The last open-ended question concluded with asking students what type of 
advice they would give to a student whose profile was similar to the participants. The 
responsible interviewer made process notes as the participants’ responded during the 
semi-structured interviews. The demographic section was completed after the broad 
opened questions so that student responses would not be influenced by the content of the 
broader questions. Clarifying questions were asked as needed throughout the interviews.   
Individual Characteristics  46  
   
 A record review was completed for each participant, consisting of an examination 
of each student’s academic status, which confirmed Honor Roll status. Each interview 
was transcribed and coded by the responsible investigator. A secretarial aide assisted with 
transcribing the recorded interviews.  
Confidentially was maintained by coding each transcript with an assigned, 
arbitrary identification name, thus separating personal identifying information. 
Participants were assigned a pseudo name by the responsible investigator that was used 
on interview forms to protect each subject’s actual name. Consent forms were kept in a 
separate, locked file by the responsible interviewer.  Interview forms, transcriptions, and 
demographic questionnaires contained only pseudo names. After the distribution of 
informed consent and assent forms, subjects were informed of their options to withdraw 
from the study at any point during the administration of an interview.  
 At the conclusion of the interview, all participants were debriefed. The 
responsible investigator conducted the debriefing. Each respondent was informed that the 
purpose of the study was to identify those individual characteristics, processes, and 
school structures that have contributed to high levels of academic success and eventual 
upward mobility for African American students from poor, urban backgrounds. The 
students also were informed that their responses would be used in identifying this 
informational data so that this knowledge could eventually be used to construct programs 
assisting similar students to also achieve high academic outcomes. 
 
 
 
Individual Characteristics  47  
   
Data Collection and Analysis 
 Data collected in qualitative research studies are reviewed through a number of 
sequential steps that include line-by-line, paragraph and overall or holistic analysis. In 
this study, the first level of data collection consisted of transcriptions of audio recordings 
of the interviews, the process notes of the responsible investigator that were made at the 
time of the interview and journaling by the responsible investigator immediately 
following the interview. Analysis began after the first interview and continued throughout 
the data collection and other subsequent processes. The various levels of analysis 
included open coding, axial coding, selective coding and coding for process (Ponterotto, 
2010). Open coding of the data entailed making margin notes on an overview of the 
interview for comparison purposes, followed by a line-by-line analysis, using memos that 
highlight recurring themes and concepts. These margin memos provided a means for 
further analysis of the information obtained from participants.  Axial coding was used to 
organize information derived from the transcripts into categories. These categories were 
identified or generated by the concepts emerging from the interviews. Each concept was 
studied and analyzed for potential relevance and for connection to previously generated 
information. Selective coding involved the construction of paradigms and models, which 
served as a basis for theory building (Farber, 2006). Process coding was drawn from the 
concurrent process notes of the responsible investigator and from other written data 
generated by the interviews. 
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Research Validation Team 
 The responsible investigator assembled a group of four individuals who formed 
the members of the research validation team. The research team consisted of a doctoral 
level student and professional practitioners with doctorates, who have knowledge of 
qualitative analysis and the culture and functioning of impoverished, inner-city, African 
American students. The responsible investigator led the research validation team and 
scheduled meetings to discuss the analysis section of the study. Research validation team 
members reviewed the study’s findings and discussed the relative congruence with 
theories, knowledge and experiences from their studies and professional practice. The 
responsible investigator subsequently scheduled a follow-up meeting with her 
dissertation chairperson to review the process and content of the research validation team 
meetings. 
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Chapter 4 
Results 
Data Analyses and Interpretation 
 The method employed for data analysis was based on the Grounded Theory 
approach developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The basic premise of this approach is 
that theory is not developed as an a priori concept, i.e., developed prior to data collection, 
but instead theory evolves in conjunction with the research. Grounded theory’s basic 
principle is that collecting and analyzing data into relevant categories and themes 
generates or produces the applicable or appropriate theory about the phenomenon being 
studied.  The analytic process used in this approach involves asking questions and then 
examining, comparing and contrasting the various response patterns, to discover and 
explore possible themes. Themes refer to categories of information that are developed by 
the investigator, which are drawn directly from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). These 
categories or themes provide an explanation and are instrumental in generating a theory 
about the phenomenon being studied. This approach was chosen for this study because it 
is more closely aligned with the nature of this study or the phenomenon being 
investigated, and thus, more conducive to developing an understanding of the processes 
being studied as well as the meaning and implications of these processes.  
 The underlying assumption of this study was that the data obtained would be 
composed of responses rich in descriptions and phenomenological in nature. Thus, the 
Grounded Theory approach would be a more appropriate and productive analytic tool 
because each response would contribute to answering the research question and 
contribute to the formation of a theory. The participant was asked a total of twenty-one 
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questions. Ten of the questions sought qualitative, descriptive responses. The remaining 
eleven questions asked for demographic information.  All participants were interviewed 
until saturation was reached. Theoretical saturation refers to asking questions until no 
new information is obtained from the participant that would significantly add to themes 
emerging from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The responsible investigator made 
notes, referred to as process notes, during the interviews. 
Qualifications and Limitations 
 Initially there were seventeen participants, sixteen of whom were included in the 
data analysis. One was excluded as a result of not having met the criteria for inclusion. 
This participant was excluded because she was an African student whose lack of 
permanent residency status precluded her from being classified or self-identified as an 
urban, African American student. This reduction in the number of final participants did 
not compromise the validity of the study’s results because, in qualitative studies, theory is 
derived from data and each of the remaining participant interviews produced rich 
descriptive accounts of the phenomenon being explored. In addition, the single student 
who was excluded was not disproportional to the remaining number of participants who 
were included. 
Demographic Findings 
 A total of sixteen, self-identified African American students from John Bartram, 
Overbrook, and Robert Vaux High Schools participated in the study. Seven of the 
students were males and nine of the students were females. The students’ ages ranged 
from 16 to 18 years of age. Eleven of the participants were eighteen years old; four were 
seventeen years old, and one was sixteen years old. The respondents were junior and 
Individual Characteristics  51  
   
senior high school students. Eleven participants were in the twelfth grade and five 
participants were in the eleventh grade. The students’ grade point averages (GPA) ranged 
from 3.10 to 3.88, with a mean of 3.5. All students interviewed were on their school’s 
Honor Roll. Among the participants, the number of years on their schools’ respective 
Honor Rolls varied between 2 and 12 years, with the majority having been on the Honor 
Roll for at least three years while in high school. 
 In response to questions about their household composition, one student reported 
living with both parents; nine students reported living with their mothers; three students 
indicated that they lived with a mother and stepfather, and one student reported living 
with a relative who served as a guardian. Family size varied among the students. Four 
students reported living with six or more family members; four students reported living 
with five family members; three students lived with four family members; two students 
lived in households of three members, and two students lived with one adult family 
member.  
The majority of students were not able to report their family annual income, but 
students were able to report on the type or lack of employment among members of their 
households. Two students reported that their parents were currently unemployed and 
three students indicated that Public Assistance was the family’s source of income. The 
remainder of the students indicated that their parents were primarily employed in lower 
level service and education occupations. Individual students reported parental 
employment as a teacher’s assistant, bus driver, custodian, hotel maid and unskilled 
handy person. Two students indicated that their parents were employed as clerical 
workers. Five students reported parents being employed as nursing assistants.  
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 The education levels of parents and guardians ranged across a continuum from 
having completed some college to did not graduate from high school. In reporting on the 
highest level of education completed by their mothers, three students reported that their 
mothers had completed some college; one student indicated that mother had completed 
technical or trade school; six students indicated that their mothers had completed high 
school; one student reported that mother had obtained a General Educational Test (GED) 
and three students indicated that their mothers did not complete high school. Among their 
fathers, two indicated that their fathers had completed some college; one student 
indicated that the father had completed trade or technical school; six students reported 
that their fathers had completed high school, and seven students reported that their fathers 
did not complete high school. Also, one student reported that his relative/guardian had 
completed some college (see Table 1, Appendix F). 
 In response to questions about students’ plans and specific actions to obtain their 
eventual goal of enrollment in college, all eleven of the senior students had applied to 
college, and nine of these seniors had received letters of college acceptance. Three of the 
eleventh grade students had registered for the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) that was 
scheduled in June and July 2012. All sixteen of the study’s participants had visited 
colleges and all were involved in college based programs such as the Upward Bound 
Program, which provides students with opportunities for on-campus experiences, and the 
Price Waterhouse Program for those students interested in careers in finances. In 
addition, all sixteen students were involved in extracurricular activities in their schools 
(See Table 2, Appendix G). 
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Descriptive Findings 
Definition of Success 
When students were asked about their definition of success, many of the students 
defined success as an external phenomenon that requires personal discipline and 
diligence. Many of the students responded that success required developing, and 
executing a plan. Students also viewed focus and determination as key assets in striving 
toward success. Thus, to most of the students an essential component of achieving 
success was adherence to their visions or identified goals. As a result of the material 
deprivations in their lives, most of the students defined success as acquiring material 
possessions and improving their standard of living, which included financial 
independence. Students perceived the fact that completing college as an essential 
component to achieving success and their deeply desired financial autonomy. One 
common refrain was the importance of education for transforming their lives, and that 
graduating from high school was an essential part of the journey. Atila shared that her 
success was dependent on: 
…coming to school every day and knowing that I am not going to make it 
without graduating from high school. 
In addition, many of the students characterized achieving specific professional vocational 
goals as a critical part of being successful and financially independent.  Kamal reported:  
Success is basically accomplishing your goal. Anything that you decide 
that you want to do. You strive for it and accomplish it by whatever due 
date that you set for yourself. 
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Tarek stated: 
I define success as my graduating, being one of the graduating students of 
2012. I see success as me doing all of my work and getting grades that I 
like. 
Iona   reported:  
…Life gives you so many paths and I think one is the road to success that 
is why I stay on it. I know what I want out of life…what I want to be and 
where I see myself. I see myself as a board certified pediatrician… I see 
myself living nice in a house, a car and with money. I can afford things… 
I don’t want to depend on anybody.  
Rasheeda reported:  
Success, I define it as you accomplished all the goals you set when you 
first started school.   Even if you change them over and over because 
you are not really sure of what you want to be until you start looking into 
colleges and majors. When I was younger, I used to be asked what I 
wanted to be and I always said a teacher. …but now that I am grown up, I 
came to the conclusion that my goal was to work towards being an 
ultrasound technician. My success would be to go through school, do extra 
courses like I’m starting courses in the summer time at Harcum College. 
William succinctly shared his definition:  
I define success with a lot, a lot of money, a good education, maybe a 
couple of degrees, and a place where you could live that there are no 
problems at all. 
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Christian noted: 
Success to me would be having the money to provide for my family and 
kids. I’m not trying to live my life day-by-day and check-to-check. 
Contributors to Success 
 A number of threads or themes were evident in the students’ perspectives of 
causal factors and other related elements that contributed to their success or that were 
instrumental in placing them on the path towards success. These threads included an 
interrelated combination of individual or personal characteristics, various concerned and 
involved persons including caring family members, broadening experiences and a desire 
to serve as positive role models for significant others which fueled their desires and 
drives to succeed; however, exposure to negative elements in their families and 
communities also served as sources of students’ motivations.  These students clearly 
perceived the locus of control as being within themselves and strongly felt that they had 
significant control over their life outcomes. Atila’s comment about her long-range plan 
captures these sentiments: 
After high school I see myself in college. After those 4 years I see myself 
trying to live on my own and not like depend on my mom for anything. 
After that I see myself working for myself. I actually want to own my own 
business. A clothing business… that’s why I want to go to New York. 
Many of the students’ responses focused on the positive effect of significant 
persons within their families or school communities. 
Tarek attributed his success to the involvement of a family member, combined with his 
own efforts: 
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Hard work and my aunt have contributed to my success… I live with my 
aunt. She makes sure I do all my work. She follows up with all my 
teachers, talks to them and everything. 
Iona indicated her mother is a strong support and a significant source of her motivation: 
Well, I know my mom wants me to graduate. She is going to be proud of 
me. I’m going to college in August… and I promised my mom since I was 
little that I was going to make it and when I make it, she is making it too. 
A few of students were not always on the path to completing high school, and 
these students felt that a combination of family members, interested school personnel and 
their resultant, identified goals helped them to become involved in working towards 
academic mastery and school completion. Calvin indicated that his family and teachers 
were instrumental in helping him to change his school habits and begin to work towards 
mastery and success: 
My uncles, grandmother and teachers of course have helped me to become 
successful. Well, they kept telling me to do my work and stuff and stop 
my foolishness. Foolishness was getting suspended, getting Ds and Cs… 
At one point, I was like crazy in middle school, yelling at teachers, 
skipping classes and running around school. 
Kamal also indicated that a member of his family has been essential in helping him to 
avoid negative temptations and to strive for excellence: 
Basically I would say the person that helped me succeed in life so far 
would be my older sister. She has been on my neck twenty-four/seven. 
She wants me to be the first person in my family to go to college.  … She 
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has been pushing me, giving me money, everything I need to succeed in 
my schoolwork. Even if she didn’t have it for herself, she tried her best to 
give it to me just to prove that even through I’m African American I can 
do something with my life. 
Students’ relationships and connections with their families also motivated them to 
please members of their families with their high levels of achievement and to serve as 
positive role models for younger members of their families. Dominica stated that some of 
the underlying reasons for her efforts to be successful were: 
Trying to make my family proud and seeing how far I could get in life 
because I’ve seen how far my family has gotten. Well, I will be the first 
one in my immediate family to graduate. It helps to know that I’m not 
dumb and that I can go further in life. Maybe they had problems, but I 
don’t. 
Rasheeda expressed similar thoughts: 
What caused me to be successful is I wanted to make my mom and dad 
proud. I wanted to do something, not just have a job but have a career.  
…My little brothers and sisters look up to me and I want to set a good 
example for them to go to college, not just being outside in the streets 
running around or just having a job at McDonald’s or Wendy’s. 
For some students, negative or adverse experiences served as a source of 
motivation for changing their life circumstances: 
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My mom, well she always struggled, and I don’t think my mom finished 
high school. I want to make a better future for myself so I make sure I am 
successful at school. 
Bashiba voiced a similar idea: 
  I want to do better than what I had and what I have seen other people with. 
William identified some of the specific negative obstacles within his environment and 
how the impact of these problems on his friends have informed and fueled his desire to 
achieve more: 
Yeah, I’m successful because my head is on straight. …I was looking 
around me and everybody around me, my friends and stuff, there was 
some problem or issue they had that they could have prevented that made 
them slip up. …A couple of my friends had babies. So they have to watch 
over their babies and they can’t really do anything with their time to be 
successful. …Some of my friends are locked up because of things they did 
in the past. That’s another reason why they are not successful, but me, I 
just look around me and say I don’t want to be one of them. 
 All of the students were strongly future oriented and view themselves as having 
the characteristics and assets necessary to be successful.  Ayanna stated: 
I’m hardworking. I’m determined. I really like to achieve the best. Say, if I 
get a B on my report card, I try to get all A’s. I like to challenge myself. I 
just want nothing but the best for me so I can be successful. So I can have 
a nice future. 
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Malia described her lifestyle choices as fundamental to her success: 
… I come to school every day, do my work, got a little job and I’m going 
to be going to college soon. 
Nathalie described a similar lifestyle that has been conducive to her success:  
Learning and getting everything done. … Keeping my word, trying to 
graduate, staying up on everything like coming to school, academics and 
everything like that.        
 Description of Self And By Others 
 Students’ descriptions of themselves revealed that to a large extent their own 
characteristics and productive use of their young lives were instrumental to their 
continued academic success, and in the establishment of positive, helpful relationships 
both in school and in the larger community. In some way, all of the students described 
themselves as determined and tenacious, with a strong work ethic. These students had a 
high level of self-awareness that was related to their abilities to achieve academically.  
Deshawn described himself as a dedicated, intelligent, curious and tenacious student 
who: 
… used will power, dedication and blood, sweat and tears.  Will power, it 
takes time for you to do it and some people in the middle just give up, but 
if you just keep on striving and striving for what you want you’ll finally 
succeed in the long run. 
Katrina also described herself as: 
Hard working and determined and others would say the same about me. 
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Nathalie has a similar view of herself, but her self-description included an 
acknowledgement of her intellectual abilities. She described herself as: 
… outgoing, responsible, trustworthy and multitasking. Just an intelligent 
young lady. 
Paradoxically, many of the students did not view themselves as radicals who 
questioned authority or the directives given.  Bashida shared that: 
Life wise, I’m down to earth. I’m very straightforward and honest. School 
wise, I would describe myself as a doer. If someone tells me to do 
something, I try not to question too much even if it sounds complex. 
Kamal, however, was an exception. Kamal described himself as an independent learner. 
He shared: 
The main thing I would say is that I’m basically different right off the bat 
because I do things differently from everyone else. I look at an activity 
I’m about to do, analyze it, look at the way you want me to do and also 
find my own way of manipulating it into my perspective. How can I make 
it much more beneficial for me? 
Similar to other adolescents, these students were peer referenced and viewed 
themselves as of service and loyal to their selected friends. This trait appeared to assist 
them in minimizing conflicts with other students who were less academically oriented. 
Deshawn shared that others would describe him as:  
 Intelligent, loyal, funny and always there like a friend. 
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William described himself as: 
…having a good personality. I fit in anywhere. I make friends a lot. I’m 
not a problem child. 
He also felt that others viewed him as: 
…funny and cool. They are like “Oh, I know him … popular, I guess. 
Tarek described himself as: 
…happy friendly and a hard worker. 
and although he showed different sides to different people, his friends view his as: 
…goofy, playful and loyal. 
Atila’s self-description also combined attributes that allowed her to positively interact 
with her peers and academically achieve. She shared that: 
I’m outgoing. I’m energetic. I have a nice personality. 
and that others believe: 
That I am kind… I care for others and I’m about my work. 
Kevin’s comments about himself in some ways reflect the overall tone of how the 
students see themselves and how others see them. Kevin stated that he is: 
Somebody who knows what he wants and goes for it. 
Others see him as: 
Somebody who does a lot, and sometimes too much. 
Activities and Community Lifestyle 
There was a basic agreement among students that their neighborhoods are 
generally violent and unsafe. In discussing his neighborhood, Tarek shared: 
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There is a lot of violence in my neighborhood. People who fight all the 
time, arguing, a lot of people don’t watch over their children. 
Rasheeda expressed a similar view of her community: 
In my community there is violence, killing, selling drugs on the corner, 
little kids outside without any parents… this morning when I was walking 
to school with my best friend we saw three little kids in the park with a 
dog just playing around. They could be either in daycare or home. Their 
mother should be with them, and they shouldn’t be outside by themselves 
because you never know what going to happen. 
Talia echoed the same refrain. Her comments about the violent nature of her community 
were that there was: 
Violence, like shooting robberies and all that. 
Nathalie also shared her view of the prevalence of violence around her. She stated that in 
her community there was: 
…shooting and fighting. And it’s not even the grown-ups, it teenagers and 
younger. It just terrible and it happen all the time. 
In agreement with these views of the pervasiveness of violence in their communities, 
Malia shared her experience of a murder that happened a few houses from where she 
lived. 
People sell drugs and stuff. People get hurt. Somebody was killed on my 
block three doors down. He was lying in the door on the steps. I saw him 
in the morning when I was going to school.  
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In response, the majority of students avoid these dangerous elements by staying 
inside most of the time when they were at home, and in selecting friends who also are 
not involved in negative activities. After sharing the nature of the problems in his 
neighborhood, Calvin stated: 
…I don’t stay outside. I stay away from trouble.  
Kamal also shared a similar strategy for avoiding trouble in his neighborhood. He 
reported:  
I don’t really associate with the community because I don’t really like it. 
It’s not my type of field…I don’t like the way people look at me. It’s just, 
they look at me with a top eye like to say if you look at me the wrong way 
I want to fight. I just try to avoid conflict so I keep to my family and 
myself. 
In describing her interactions with he community. Dominica shared: 
I really don’t come out, but around my way there are a lot of males 
outside, always outside.  
In discussing her method of responding to ills in her community, Ayanna simply stated: 
  I really don’t go outside any more. 
 There were a few students who had a less negative view of their community, and 
their feelings about their community resulted in a higher level of comfort in interactions 
with their communities. Deshawn stated: 
It probably doesn’t look it if you don’t live around here, but once you’re 
here for a while you’ll start to see the bond that the community has. …. 
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sometimes having block parties and sometimes doing little cleanups’… 
doing little get togethers. 
William shared that there was positive as well as negative elements within his community 
and shared his feelings of belonging. William reported: 
I feel comfortable because I grew up in my neighborhood…it’s just 
comfortable to me. As much as people hear about my community, it 
doesn’t bother me because I just adapted to it. 
Iona’s sentiments expressed both points of view. She articulated both the negative and 
positive aspects of her community. She commented: 
I don’t want to say it is a bad community, but it is a community that you 
would want to get yourself out of…like there is violence, gun violence, 
people on the corner selling drugs, fights. You have a block party and 
everyone enjoying themselves and the next thing it’s drama… but if you 
set all that aside and see the way people feel about each other, people care. 
They try to help the community…try to show love. 
 
School Experiences 
Students acknowledged that there were many positive benefits and effects and of 
their school experiences. Although most of the students felt they would have had more 
available resources and supports in schools located in less improvised districts, on the 
whole students viewed their school experiences as positive ones.  These growth 
producing school experiences and relationships were caused, in part, because student 
actively sought out and knitted fragmented elements together to serve their educational 
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needs more adequately. Students used a variety of school offerings in moving towards 
their goal of obtaining an adequate level of immediate level financial solvency though 
employment in school programs, increased knowledge of and exposure to the larger 
world, involvement in more challenging classes and programs, close mentoring 
relationships with teachers and other school personnel, and involvement in school 
programs that were connected to colleges and universities. One theme that was 
consistently identified by students as a key contributor to their success was their 
relationship with certain teachers. Many students described their involvement or 
relationship with teachers as fundamental to their academic and personal growth. A 
number of teachers helped to nurture and support many of these achieving students and 
greatly contributed to students’ sense of importance or “mattering”. Atitla shared her 
view of the impact of some teachers on her learning: 
The teachers cared. So, knowing that they cared, I had to show them that I 
was there to learn and appreciated their help, like the stuff they were 
showing me wasn’t for nothing. 
Deshawn reported on how teachers were available to help expand his learning and 
knowledge both during and after school:  
Teachers helped me to get the knowledge that I wanted … and then 
sometimes I come in after classes and get a little extra tutoring or 
knowledge about what I want to be. 
Katrinia noted that: 
Ms. N. was a teacher that was there for me. She saw the best in me that I 
didn’t see in myself. She made sure that I never wanted anything lower 
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than a B. …she made sure all my grades were up to par. If they weren’t 
she would get mad and scold me like a mother. She was always there for 
me.  
Rasheeda’s description of her positive interactions with teachers included an 
understanding of the role of her ambitions. Rasheeda shared: 
Well, being as though I attend  …High School, everybody says that it is a 
bad school, but I can honestly say it’s not. It’s just that the students here, 
they don’t care. They just want to get through school and out in the street. 
But my teachers, they push me, they really want me to do good, If I ask 
for extra credit or something they’ll give it to me and they’ll help me 
because they know that I’m trying to succeed. They see something in me 
that they don’t see in other students.  
Many students consistently and repeatedly voiced their positive feeling about the 
availability and critical support that was provided by teachers and other school personnel, 
and in many cases these mentoring relationships began before students entered high 
school. 
Tarek expressed his opinion that teachers such as: 
My math teacher, Mr. O, in my previous school. He knew that I was one 
of the smartest in his class so he always gave me the hardest work to do. I 
would say a lot of teachers don’t give up on me so if I fall a little, they will 
cut me some slack and give me extra credit work. ...they’re there to help 
people. 
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Christian noted the support she had received from the counseling staff: 
And the counselors helped me to get financial aid and to find the colleges 
that will help me to get what I want to be. 
Students also acknowledged or identified the importance of available school 
programs in helping them to meet their present and future goals. Iona reported on the 
significant role of the Student Success Center in enlarging her experiential background 
and in providing needed academic support: 
Tutoring and Work Ready were helpful to me. I was with them down in 
the Student Success Center.  They gave me an internship outside of school 
that built me for the future.  ...just like other programs that go on here.  
Work Ready is an organization that brings high school kids, and I guess 
kids with good grades, and they give you an internship in business or 
medicine, whatever field you want to go into... they pay you and show you 
different things. You learn different things like how things work in the real 
world that prepares you for the real world. 
Katrina also acknowledged the positive impact school programs had on her academic life: 
… if we didn’t have the Student Success Center, I don’t believe any of the 
stuff any of us got done at the Success Center would be done right now. 
…they help you with college. They help you with career opportunities and 
FASFA. …I started when I was in Talent Search. Talent Search is a 
program where you get to visit different colleges in the ninth grade. 
Nathalie focused on the significance of school programs and school personnel on her 
journey towards success: 
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Well, the programs in this school. They have the Education Works and they 
would help me sometimes if I have homework to do. This was before when 
they use to give homework out. They would help me and give me advice. 
And my teacher, I use to talk to my teachers and counselors and they would 
give me advice. 
Ayanna commented on the overall impact of the school becoming a Promise Academy: 
When the school became the Promise Academy, it just made it so much 
better and just shaped all of us in so many different ways. It made us more 
focused because before we were just doing whatever we wanted. And then 
when it changed over it was more strict, more learning and focused. You 
could focus more and I think that was a good experience.  
 Most of the students were in a Scholars Program for academically high achievers 
and they were also enrolled in Advanced Placement course. For many of the students, 
involvement in these classes increased their feelings of academic competence and 
provided additional opportunities for engagement and association with students who also 
were deeply invested in academic achievement. Calvin shared his view of the Scholars 
Program in his high school: 
… Scholars that’s a special program, not everybody here is supposed to be 
in it. They need enough people for a nice size classroom, but everyone is 
not supposed to be there. 
Iona defined herself as being a part of the Honors group who are: 
  People who make A’s and B’s…Honor Roll 
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  As can be imagined, not all of the students’ school experiences were positive and 
students described a variety of experiences that they felt were not conducive to their 
academic success. Some continued to have feeling of frustration about past and current 
experiences. Malia expressed her deep feelings about a general lack of support from 
teachers that contributed to her dropping out of school in an earlier high school grade, 
and later, after receiving support from her father, returning to complete high school.  
I used to have a lot of teachers who didn’t want to help me. I use to ask for 
help and just could never get it. Or they assumed that I was just going to 
do bad. . My tenth year, I had failed Algebra and I was already mad that I 
had it twice. I used to ask this teacher for help… and she would say read 
the problem. I would say I read the problem and I don’t understand. She 
would ask what I don’t understand. I can’t explain something I do not 
understand, that’s the whole point. She was like, you are just going to have 
this class over again. Eventually I was feeling there isn’t any point in my 
coming here anymore if I’m going to have it again and I couldn’t get any 
help. 
Students’ concerns also focused on the overall poor school environment and the 
inadequate and intrusive responses of school personnel. Kevin shared that his biggest 
challenge or obstacle wanted to come to his high school: 
My biggest challenge with … high school is wanting to go here. If you ask 
anybody, nobody volunteers to go to …, but what has helped me to 
overcome that is … high school has a lot of extra curricular compared to 
other schools. It something you can look at while you are looking past 
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what you are going throughout the day. … school activities and life skills I 
have learned have helped me to look past the all fights, people cursing in 
the hall, yelling and constant talking in class. 
Bashida also aptly expressed her view of some of the problems with school 
environments, teachers and class functioning: 
You know some teachers prefer “Oh, I want to keep everyone together.” 
They keep everyone together, but there are maybe 30% that don’t give a 
crap or come to school high. There are another 30% who really want to 
learn and really want to pay attention and then there are the 40% that are 
like this class isn’t really important to me. How are you going to learn? 
That’s one of the things about our school system, our school district. 
 Again, some of the students used negative experiences to fuel their desires to 
achieve and transform to a different type of setting or environment. Atila summarized the 
manner in which a poor school environment served as motivation to achieve 
academically and eventually obtain more: 
I just wanted to be somewhere better, where they care, where they didn’t 
fight and stuff. So, I had to do good to better the situation and myself. 
Activities  
 All of the students participated in activities in school and outside of school, which 
in all cases included some type of employment. The majority of students were involved 
in an extensive array of extra-curricular and other school related activities that provided 
further evidence of their high levels of motivation to excel academically; and their 
determination to use all available opportunities to expand their learning and to achieve 
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their ultimate goal of enrollment in an institution of higher education. Bashida’s range of 
activities was more limited than most of the other students, but her priorities were 
similar: 
It’s just that I’m balancing school and work. So I don’t have time to go 
outside much. My life is focused on school and work. 
Calvin’s list of activities in which he participated was more typical of the many activities 
of these high achieving students. Calvin shared: 
I’m in Robotics here at -. I’m in Upward Bound Math and Science 
Programs at the University of Pennsylvania. I did the George Washington 
Science Fair Competition and placed in that so I went to the Delaware 
University Science Project. …We won the Robotics competition and now 
we are starting to meet, to be in competition with other schools in the 
country. I am on the yearbook staff and the track team. 
Atila’s ranges of activities in school also were typical of the often very involved students. 
She reported that in school, she was involved in: 
Soccer, cheerleading, batmitten.  … and vice-president of the student 
government. 
  
Obstacles or challenges 
All of these high achieving students encountered challenges and obstacles that are 
usually encountered in the poor, urban environment. They shared experiences, some of 
which included sexual molestation, homelessness, parental neglect and health problems. 
However, in agreement with a lyric from a popular rap song (Kanye, 2008), these 
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students were able to make something out of those toxins or problems. These students 
used their abilities to seek out the resources needed to manage difficulties, overcome 
losses and manage the needed transitions.  
Iona shared a significant obstacle that occurred early in her high school career: 
Well, when I was coming to high school my father sexually assaulted me 
so that was a big obstacle for me. …that was hard on me and it was hard 
on my mom because she felt it was her fault. …in the beginning I was 
going to therapy, but I wasn’t talking. I just completely shut down. … then 
as I got older it had been affecting me, but it got worse so then I went back 
to therapy. 
Deshawn explained some of the challenges he experienced during his school years: 
Well, it would have to be my seventh grade year. I was a little rough 
around the edges, moving from house to house and having that type of 
year when I wasn’t at my best game. And then also the fifth grade when I 
had a terrible disease that was affecting me, so it was really hard that year 
with everyone messing with me. But my mom told me to just hang in 
there, show them that you are strong. Then they will probably realize what 
they are doing to you won’t hurt you. …So I just stuck it though and I 
finally got out of fifth grade with good grades. In the seventh grade, we 
actually finally found a house and we also had to learn to spend our money 
wisely ... and stopped buying all those expensive things. 
One student’s challenge was more limited, but reflected the dilemma often 
encountered by urban youth. Christian acknowledged one of his biggest challenges was 
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socializing with friends who are less interested in academic endeavors. Christian is also 
the only student in the survey who had ever been arrested. He shared that after being 
arrested for smoking marijuana, doing community service and having his record 
expunged, he has learned to set limits with his friends. He reported:  
I ride around with my friends and my cousin. I just am with them, but I let 
them know what I won’t do and what I will do. 
 
Persons And Factors That Made A Difference In Students’ Lives 
Students repeatedly identified family members and other significant persons as 
having made a difference in their lives as well as the many opportunities that were 
offered by their respective schools.  Malika gave a great deal of credit to her father, who 
lives in Indiana, for her return to school and for becoming a successful student. She 
shared: 
I started doing better in school when I moved in with my dad. My mom 
she worked long hours. When she comes home, she sleeps. She provides, 
but she never really taught me anything. So, I never had anyone to tell me 
to go to school. So, if I didn’t want to go, I just didn’t go. But, when I 
lived with my dad, he made sure I went every day and on time. Even when 
I moved out and went to live with my mother, all the stuff I learned from 
my dad just stayed with me. 
Deshawn attributed the positive differences in his life to his enrollment in a Promise 
Academy school: 
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It would have to be … high school, since I felt in the beginning of high 
school that I was stuck and that I was getting nowhere. But as time 
progressed, I started to get motivated. People see me as a really intelligent 
person and I’m getting all these wonderful things happening to me, 
scholarships, grants and all these colleges wanting me to go there. This 
gives me the motivation to keep on going. So I feel if I hadn’t come to – 
high school, this would not have happened. 
Christian’s response to what had made a difference in his life captured both loss and 
support. He shared: 
Not having my dad in my life. I never lived with my dad. As long as I 
remember, he just gave me money occasionally… Everything else is my 
aunt and uncle. They showed me how to be so I won’t be in trouble. 
 
Any Other important aspects and Advice Offered 
When asked to give advice to students experiencing similar circumstances, 
students’ advice resonated with a positive sense of self and the belief that one can 
overcome struggles through commitment, determination and diligence. Iona’s advice to 
students from similar circumstance was: 
Don’t let nobody hold you back…you can do anything you set your mind 
to… what you want in life you have to go get it, it not going to be handed 
to you on a silver platter. If you want something, you have to push 
yourself. And, if you don’t push yourself, the odds are you don’t want it 
bad enough. 
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Calvin also gave advice that was rooted in taking responsibility for managing one 
academic trajectory: 
I’d tell them to sit in the front of the classroom. You don’t learn anything 
in the back of classroom here at – school…pay attention and put away 
your electronics during school. Take notes and stay out of trouble outside 
of school. Because if you stay out of trouble outside of school, you’ll be 
fine, especially if you are a hard worker and dedicated. 
Atila’s advice also was rooted in students taking responsibility for their learning. She 
shared: 
Take your education serious because everybody doesn’t have the 
opportunity to have an education. I would tell them to work first and play 
later. The games and stuff, after a while you have to leave the games and 
childish things behind. You’ve got to grow up. That is why you can’t 
always play. 
Kevin’s advice involved a more holistic approach to obtaining a needed education. He 
commented: 
My advice would be try to be in other activities. Don’t just go to classes. If 
you stick to just doing work all the time, you are not going to see a 
purpose. So test and expand your abilities by doing extra-curricular. And 
when you get of age, apply to programs so that you can take classes at 
Penn or do something that stretches your way of thinking like robotics or 
mock trial. You have to test your abilities because you never know what 
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you can do. So, by doing extra stuff other than school, it will help you to 
succeed or see something to succeed in. 
The theme of staying involved in one's own education was an often repeated refrain by 
students. Ayanna also stated: 
… because a lot of students play around here, I would say just stay away 
from them. Try to be your own person and stay focused. 
Kamal also focused on being true and encouraging to one’s self. He stated: 
Be yourself no matter what people say. Listen to the good things and not 
the bad. Always try to find a role model in life. Someone who has been 
through the same situation as you and succeeded in life. Follow their 
footsteps because that is the best ways to go… Find a family member that 
can talk to you about your problems, someone that you can trust.  
Dominica added: 
Basically, just keep working. Have a goal, set up other goals just to help 
you reach that goal. Don’t give up, keep working towards it because you 
can be something if you set your mind to it and try hard enough. 
Finally, Rasheeda offered advice that captures the resiliency and tenacity of these high 
achieving students:   
Keep working hard for your dream. If something comes your way that 
makes you feel like you want to give up, don’t give up because that’s just 
a bump in the road that you can conquer, that you can overcome… find 
ways to keep moving towards success. Don’t let one little bump or error 
mess you up. Take two steps back and go forward. 
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                                                              Chapter 5 
Discussion 
 
Introduction 
The research question for this study involved exploring and describing the 
personal characteristics, home and school community factors and processes that 
contribute to poor, urban students becoming high achievers who move toward eventual 
upward mobility. Because this was a qualitative study, the researcher did not set out to 
test an a priori hypothesis; instead, the idea was to gather rich descriptive information 
through open-ended questions about the characteristics, factors and processes that led the 
participants to be academically successful, despite the numerous and potentially 
intimidating obstacles they encountered. This approach for studying academic resilience 
among poor students of color has received support from other researchers in this area 
(Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Reis & Diaz, 1996), who maintain that a qualitative approach 
or a mixed methods approach may prove more informative than a strictly quantitative 
approach that presuppose a set of hypotheses. In this study, theory was derived from the 
data and the resulting data were then used to guide and inform theoretical constructs 
about the nature of the phenomenon being studied. 
When studying the achievement levels of poor urban students, the approach 
generally has been to explore isolated risk or protective factors, through an additive lens 
with the basic understanding being that the larger number of any variable was paramount 
in determining probable outcomes for this particular student population. This research 
differs from these types of studies because its purpose is not only simply to determine or 
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identify many of the causal or contributing variables or factors that contribute to these 
students’ successful outcomes, but to also take into account the holistic or comprehensive 
dynamic interactions occurring among salient characteristics, factors and processes, 
which contribute to overcoming adverse conditions to achieve academic success. 
 
Summary of findings 
Students’ individual characteristics were among the important elements that were 
identified in the study as critical to assisting students to achieve academic success. There 
were significant components in the students’ self-identified blueprint for working towards 
academic success that involved a number of their salient individual characteristics. One 
characteristic that permeated all students’ responses was a perspective based on an 
internal locus of control. Students were often aware of many of the problems and ills 
within their schools, communities and the larger society that had the potential for 
adversely affecting their process and progress. These high achieving students, however, 
felt they could be instrumental in avoiding these dangers and pitfalls. In accord with this 
approach, these students planned for and controlled elements within their environments 
as much as possible. The greater majority of these students were goal setters who worked 
tirelessly towards obtaining high grades, associated with like-minded achievement 
oriented students, actively sought out helpful adults both in their communities and in 
schools, were involved in positive activities and actively avoided dangerous and other 
negative experiences.   
These students’ pathways to academic success also were supported by other 
individual characteristics. As a group, these academic achievers were both hard working 
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and tenacious. Many of the students had formidable daily schedules that included 
attending school, participating in afterschool activities and other academic programs, and 
paid employment.  They also used their summers to gain supplemental enrichment 
through participation in various university and business-based programs. They did not 
falter in their dedication to staying focused and doing all they viewed as necessary to 
being successful.   
Students’ interactions and activities were characterized by a heighten sense of self-
awareness and insight that included being knowledgeable about their immediate 
environment. Most of the students in the study knew their own class ranking as well as 
the rankings of their peers. They also were extremely knowledgeable about available 
programs and resources, and they habitually shared newly found helpful information with 
each other. Along with being determined to obtain individual success, they also were 
invested in the success of their academic peers. Thus, their self-selected peer group 
became a source of encouragement and support for continuing to overcome obstacles, 
and a source of information about new opportunities.  
 These students achieved levels of academic success that data indicates is truly 
against the odds (Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010; Calwell, 2003; Fusick & Charwick, 
2004).  They demonstrated many of the characteristics associated with resiliency, such as 
insight, independence, initiative, humor and morality (Skogrand et al., 2007).  Students in 
the study took responsibility for flexibly seeking, shaping and integrating their academic 
endeavors. Students often appeared unfazed or undaunted by the possibility of failure and 
readily communicated their intentions of seeking other pathways to goal achievement if 
they were unable to use previously identified means for goal attainment. Students were 
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very clear about their standards for acceptable behaviors, and in most cases they were 
consistently disciplined in using these norms to determine who would be their associates 
or friends both in and outside of school. The majority of theses students’ verbal 
interactions and descriptions of some past experiences also demonstrated a well 
developed sense of humor that allowed them to remain positive when encountering 
hindrances and difficulties. A line from a rap song by an urban artist about an 
individual’s ability to make positives out of environmental toxins rather succinctly 
captures and summarizes the aspirations and related behaviors of this particular cohort of 
students (West, 2005). 
 In addition, the majority of the study’s participants had strong connections with 
their families or a strong supportive connection with at least one member of their family. 
These family ties served as a source of nurturing and motivation for the students. These 
familial relationships helped to inculcate students with higher feelings of self-worth and 
increased feeling of self-esteem.  Many of the students’ aspirations included helping to 
improve their family’s life situations and serving as role models for younger members of 
the family. 
Another pervasive factor revealed in the study was the students’ deeply internalized 
beliefs in the transformative power of education. As indicated in other studies and 
literature, poverty is not merely the absence of adequate finances; it is the loss of hope 
(Aponte, 1994). An example of this paradigm is a statement made by activist Dick 
Gregory in his autobiography many years ago that his family was not poor; they were 
merely broke because they had plans and aspirations for doing better (Gregory, 1964). 
Thus, real poverty is the debilitating absence of hope. Although poor, these students’ 
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internalized strong, mobilizing beliefs in the power of transformative education that 
provided the buoyancy of hope needed in overcoming their circumstances. Similar to 
many African Americans who came before them, these students were part of a legacy 
initially seeking education as a way of transgressing from slavery that was later 
transformed into dreams and working goals of obtaining a better life. Similar to their 
ancestors, these students were willing to alter their lifestyles and delay a number of 
immediate gratifications for the eventual goal of obtaining upward mobility through 
college educations (Franklin, 2000; Billingsley, 1968; Graham & Anderson, 2008). 
Another outstanding element or significant factor in students’ functioning is that all 
students had received nurturing, mentoring nurturing or what can be described as 
“othermothering” through an important relationship with a supportive adult. Each of the 
students was a part of relationships that emphasized the student’s importance or self-
worth, and one in which the students were mentored or assisted in understanding the 
necessary steps and in developing plans to enroll in higher education.  For these students 
who were and are faced with a multitude of obstacles and barriers, relationships with 
positive, supportive adults both in school and outside of school were crucial to their 
academic success.  
Research has shown that positive, intimate, helping relationship are particularly 
important to African Americans, and that these close nurturing mentoring or 
“othermothering” relationships greatly contribute to the academic success of both African 
American high school and college students’ levels of success (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, 
Gaenzle, Kim, Lin &Na, 2012; Griffrida, 2005; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). Students in 
the study invariably shared the impact of critical mentors within the school, both teachers 
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and other school staff who took a personal interest in them and made certain that the 
student continued to do all that was necessary to succeed. Students often noted how these 
caring adults made them feel special and helped them to feel comfortable planning this 
often unknown journey to college. 
In agreement with other research, the study’s findings also indicated the importance 
of schools providing opportunities for academic enrichment within the school’s general 
curriculum structure and other available school programs (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, 
Gaenzle, Kim, Lin, & Na, 2012). In addition to the importance of involvement with 
available school personnel, students reported that various school programs were 
paramount in providing information and exposure to opportunities not usually available 
within their environment. All of the students were placed in their schools’ Honors 
programs. These high academic status programs offered opportunities for accelerated 
learning and enrichment within the school’s curricular offerings. All of the participating 
students were also enrolled in one or two of their respective schools’ advance placement 
classes, which offered opportunities for additional enrichment, and provided early 
exposure to college life and demands.  
Students were involved in an extended array of extra-curricular activities that ranged 
from involvement in sports activities, traveling with their schools as a part of Robotics 
programs, serving as class officers, participating in the Reserve Officers Training Corps 
(ROTC) programs, and serving on various school publications committees.   
Students in the study used other available programs that were sponsored by the 
School District of Philadelphia, universities, agencies and businesses to understand 
college requirements, the admission process and to help prepare for college enrollment as 
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well as to obtain employment.  Study participants were extensively and frequently 
involved with staff from programs such as Student Success Centers and College Access, 
which provided mentoring, counseling, and exposure and involvement in a number of 
activities to help student maximize opportunities for becoming college bound. The 
ReadiWorks Program served as a source of employment and, thus, offered some level of 
financial independence to students.  
Study participants also attended university sponsored Upward Bound programs that 
provided numerous opportunities for college exposure and enrichment, including summer 
opportunities to live and learn on campus. In addition, students’ involvement in programs 
offered by companies such as Price Waterhouse allowed them to explore more 
thoroughly and make meaningful connections with company personnel in specific 
careers.  
Racial socialization was another underlying theme or refrain voiced by students. 
Although none of the students reported any experience with racist incidents, most of the 
students in the study consistently referenced their African American identities through 
comments about the impact of President Obama as the first African American President, 
their desire to show the world that African Americans can achieve, and their frequent 
humorous responses to the researcher’s question about their racial identity. Students often 
responded either verbally or non-verbally to the researcher that their race was and should 
be evident. Students’ comments also indicated an implicit awareness of the low 
expectations and differences in school systems that primarily educate African Americans; 
that students of color were often underserved in regard to the allocation of school 
resources. Although students expressed knowledge about the particular challenges that 
Individual Characteristics  84  
   
African Americans encountered, they also expressed their preparation for meeting such 
challenges. 
One noticeable study finding was the negligible impact that religion had on the 
ambitions and functioning of the study’s participants. Two of the students reported 
regular church attendance, but neither student considered this church involvement as 
significant or related to his or her academic endeavors. This finding is in sharp contrast to 
the historical role and the impact of the black church on the functioning and progress of 
the African American community. In the past, black churches were often a source of 
support for academic achievement through motivation and financial assistance (Franklin 
& Moss, 2000). 
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Conclusion 
In summary, these findings indicated that important individual characteristics 
contributing to poor, urban, African American students succeeding academically and 
establishing trajectories eventuating in upward mobility despite dismal odds are 
characteristics, which are in large part based on an internal locus of control. Students’ 
perspectives that they have a significant degree of internal control over their lives’ 
outcomes serves as a mobilizing and organizing force around which goals are selected 
and actions are taken. Interwoven and other related individual characteristics include a 
high level of self-esteem, an ability to resist immediate gratification, a strong work ethic, 
determination, tenacity and persistence. Overall, these individual characteristics have a 
profound effect on students’ levels of academic mastery and achievement. It should be 
noted, however, that some of these individual characteristics can be viewed as learned 
behaviors that have been reinforced by positive outcomes in different settings and, thus, 
have the potential for being programmatically fostered in other students (Graham & 
Anderson, 2008; Whiting, 2006). 
The study identified one factor that supports these students is their deep 
internalization of the importance and power of education in transforming their lives, and 
in helping them to navigate in order to improve their life chances and situations. Another 
critical factor identified in the study was that all the students had a sense that they 
mattered. Their sense of mattering was most often related to early nurturing and positive 
connections with their families. These students knew that they had value, and this was a 
concept that most had learned or internalized through early family connections and 
interactions. However, their sense of mattering was also related to mentoring, which also 
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was an essential factor identified in the study. Mentoring has been shown to have a 
number of positive effects on student functioning, including increasing students’ sense of 
self-worth. Effective mentoring also serves to introduce positive role models, broaden 
experiential knowledge, and assist in developing plans for goal achievement (Bryan, 
Moore-Thomas, Gaenzle, Kim, Lin, & Na, 2012; Reis &Diaz, 1999).  
The study’s findings also substantiated the importance of systemic structures and 
programming in schools, and identified the often critical importance of available 
extracurricular activities, as well as the need for connections with university based and 
other programs to assist students in working towards academic success.  
A critical finding of the study is the interrelatedness of all the elements studied. A 
combination of individual characteristics, mattering, mentoring experiences, and 
responsive school curriculum and programs are needed to create conditions conducive to 
an optimal number of poor, urban, African American students overcoming adverse 
situations, and achieving the academic success necessary for upward mobility. Findings 
indicated that none of these components is sufficient in isolation to produce the academic 
excellence demonstrated by students in the study. The presence of each element or 
identified component is essential to achieving the desired outcome of helping each poor, 
urban, student to excel and succeed in becoming a successful contributing member of 
American society. 
 
Implications for School programming  
Data still indicate that only 18% of African Americans obtain bachelor’s degrees 
and the percentage sharply decreases among this group for poor, urban, African 
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Americans (Lee, Daniels, Puig, Newgent, & Nam, 2008). Nonetheless, evidence from 
schools such as the Urban Prep School in Chicago, Illinois, where over the past four 
years all their primarily urban, poor, African American seniors have enrolled in college 
after graduation and this study’s finding demonstrates that despite the odds these students 
can achieve and prosper. Recent statistics from the School District of Philadelphia also 
offers hope because there has been a 20 percent increase in the number of students 
graduating from high school. However, this information must be interpreted with caution. 
In many Philadelphia schools, the graduation rate for a four-year ninth grade cohort is 
fifty percent or less, and this lower number is particularly true in neighborhood high 
schools serving primarily poor, African American students (The Notebook, 2013). Thus, 
to begin to effect broad scale changes in the lives of many of these students, we must 
begin to reconceptualize our view of poor, urban, African American students and begin to 
see them as children of promise.  Students in the study believed in their abilities because 
of school structures and offerings, such as enrollment in high status honors and advanced 
placement programs, and school staff consistently helped to shape and reinforce students’ 
beliefs in their abilities. Research has shown that when students believed that their 
abilities were related to effort and experience, they did better academically (Aronson, 
Fried & Good, 2000). Our paradigm shift must include redefining our understanding of 
intellectual abilities. Therefore, the question must change from how smart is this student, 
to how is this student smart in order to help students further develop their abilities and 
skills. 
Additional changes in educational functioning and programming also are needed. 
Although a few of the students’ progress records indicated that support at later stages 
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could effect change in students’ beliefs and abilities to achieve success through 
education, this study’s findings and other research show that early academic performance 
is important for students with low socioeconomic status to achieve long term educational 
success (Lee, Daniels, Puig, Newgent, & Nam, 2008). Therefore, early and on-going 
integrated supports are essential to fostering students’ internalization of the value and 
worth of education, and to helping then to develop a perspective that incorporates an 
internal locus of control.  Mentoring, and other school programs are needed to begin to 
promote this change. Intervention efforts should include improving school climate and 
related student bonding and attachment; targeted programming to connect entering ninth 
graders with caring adults both in and outside of schools; remedial services to improve 
students’ levels of academic mastery; and a multi-cultural orientation that provides 
information and opportunities for students of color to explore and discuss their heritage, 
strengths and challenges. In addition, because research has shown that parental 
aspirations are the single most important factor in determining students’ college 
enrollment, school programs should include outreach efforts to the significant adults in 
students’ lives and provide the educational information and support needed to assist in 
parents and guardians supporting their children academic success and educational goals.   
 
Limitations  
Qualitative methods provide an opportunity for studying a phenomenon in such a 
manner that constructs or threads arise from the data and help develop theories that foster 
a deeper and more knowledgeable understanding of the phenomenon being studied. 
Paradoxically, however, the qualitative method that allows for emerging data to develop 
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such an idiosyncratic understanding of phenomenon also imposes limitations as a result 
of the lack of representativeness because of small sample size (Bolton, 2007).  Another 
possible limitation specific to qualitative research is the possibility of “researcher bias”. 
Because the researcher is a part of the instrumentation used to collect and analyze the 
data, there are opportunities for the investigator to impart the researcher’s bias when 
making interpretations and drawing conclusion form the data (Key, 1997).  
 Additionally, the logic utilized in qualitative studies and analysis is inductive, 
which leads to making inferences about the phenomenon being studied, rather than the 
deductions that follow statistical analysis. The deductive analysis used in qualitative 
studies raises questions about the validity of the findings and, thus, contributes to 
questions about related conclusions (Merriam, 1998). 
 
 Future Research  
Additional research on achievement and upward mobility among poor, urban 
African American students could include a longitudinal study of a cohort of ninth graders 
who are entering one high school or perhaps ninth graders entering several high schools. 
The study could use a mixed methods approach involving both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. The study would focus on those students who graduate within a 
four-year period and would assist in further identifying variables, characteristics, factors 
and processes conducive to students’ academic success.  Limited assessments such as 
abbreviated cognitive and emotional and personality rating scales would be used to more 
clearly define and differentiate differences among students.  
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Appendix A 
Assent Form 
My name is Barbara Still and I am a doctoral student at Philadelphia College of 
Osteopathic Medicine. 
 
I am conducting a study titled, “Overcoming the odds: How low income African 
American students achieve academic success and upward mobility.” I am interested 
in how and why you have been able to be so successful in school. 
 
If you agree to participate in this study I will ask you some questions and your answers 
will be tape recorded.  The questions I will ask will focus on areas such your individual 
qualities, people who have been supportive in your life, and school structures that were 
helpful to you. You also will be asked to provide your age, grade, grade point average, 
and to list your extra-curricular activities and other interests. The interview will take 
approximately 90 minutes of your time. 
 
You will not be asked to give your name. I will select a pseudonym, which is a fake 
name. You will be identified in the study’s report by this pseudonym. Your real name 
will appear only on this assent form and your parent/guardian’s consent form. These 
confidential forms will be kept in a secure file.  Information from the interview that I 
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share with others will not refer to you by name and no one will know that you provided 
this information to me. 
 
You do not have to participate in this study if you do not want to participate. Deciding to 
participate in this study will not hurt you in any way. You may withdraw from this study 
at any time if you so chose, even after you have agreed to participate. You will not be 
compensated for participating in this study. However, your responses may assist 
researchers in identifying strategies and structures to help other similar students 
academically succeed.  
 
Signing below indicates that the purpose of the study has been explained to you, that you 
have been given an opportunity to ask questions to help clarify your understanding of the 
study and that you are willing to participate in the study. As stated earlier, you have the 
option of withdrawing from the study as any time without any explanation even after you 
have agreed to participate.  
 Signature of Subject          
 
 Subject’s Printed Name         
 
 Signature of Investigator         
 
 Date      
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I understand that the interview session will be tape recorded for review by the researcher 
after the interview is completed. I understand that the taped copy of the interview will not 
identify me by name and that the tape recording will be destroyed at the end of the study. 
 
 Signature of Subject          
 Date       
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Appendix B 
Informed Consent Form 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
TITLE OF STUDY 
 
Individual Characteristics, Protective Factors and Processes Significant in Helping Low-
income, African American Students to Achieve Academic Success and Projected Upward 
Mobility. 
 
TITLE OF STUDY IN LAY TERMS 
 
Interviews with successful African American students from an urban high school to gain 
their perceptions of the factors related to their success. 
PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research is to identify the characteristics and conditions that have 
contributed to the academic success and future goals of high achieving inner-city African 
American students despite some adverse circumstances. 
 
Your child is being asked to be in this research study because he/she is on the school’s 
Honor Roll and has begun to make plans to attend college. If you do not provide your 
consent or permission, your child cannot be in this study. 
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INVESTIGATOR(S) 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Virginia Salzer 
Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine 
Department: Psychology 
Address: 4170 City Avenue 
 Philadelphia, PA 19131 
Phone: (215) 871-6476 
Responsible (Student) Investigator: Barbara Still, MSW, LSW, Ed.S 
The interview your child is being asked to volunteer for is part of a research project. 
If you or your child has questions about this research, you and your child can call Dr. 
Salzer or Barbara Still at 215-871-6476. 
If you or your child has any questions or problems during the study, you and your child 
can ask Dr. Salzer or Barbara Still, who will be available during the entire study. If you 
and your child want to know more about Dr. Salzer’s background, or the rights of 
research subjects, you and your child can call the PCOM Research Compliance Specialist 
at (215) 871-6782. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF THE PROCEDURES 
If your child decides to be in this study, your child will be asked to participate in an 
interview and will be asked a limited number of questions. The interviews typically take 
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60-90 minutes and will be conducted at your child’s school at a time that does not 
interfere with the student’s academic program. 
The interview will be tape recorded to be transcribed at a later time. The transcription 
serves as a record of the responses to the questions so that the researcher can analyze the 
content. 
Recording the interviews ensures accuracy of the responses. The recorded responses and 
transcriptions will be kept confidential and there will be no personally identifying 
information contained within the recording or transcriptions. Your child will be identified 
only by way of a pseudo name, thereby assuring that your child will not be personally 
identified as a participant in the study. 
 
The interview session will take about 90 minutes. There will be 1 session over the course 
of 1 day, for a total of 90 minutes of your child’s time. 
 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS 
You and your child may not benefit from being in this study. Other people in the future 
may benefit from what the researchers learn from the study. 
 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
Your child will be asked about environmental and personal factors that have led to their 
academic success. The information will be confidential and stored in a way that will not 
identify your child. The interview will take place on a one-to-one basis at a time that does 
not interfere with his or her academic program. Each student’s participation is voluntary 
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and he or she can decline to participate prior to or at any time during the interview 
without penalty. Students who complete the interview will not be compensated. 
 
 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
The other choice is to not be in this study. There is no penalty for failing to participate 
nor is there any reward for participation. 
 
PAYMENT 
You and your child will not be paid for being in this study. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All information and records relating to your child’s participation will be kept in a locked 
file. Only the researchers, members of the Institutional Review Board, and the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration will be able to look at these records. If the results of this study 
are published, no names or other identifying information will be used. 
 
REASONS YOUR CHILD MAY BE TAKEN OUT OF THE STUDY WITHOUT 
YOUR AND YOUR CHILD’S CONSENT 
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If health conditions occur that would make staying in the study possibly dangerous to 
your child, or if other conditions occur that would damage your child or your child’s 
health, the researchers may take your child out of this study. 
 
In addition, the entire study may be stopped if dangerous risks or side effects occur in 
other people. 
 
 
NEW FINDINGS 
If any new information develops that may affect your child’s willingness to stay in this 
study, you and your child will be told about it. 
 
INJURY 
If your child is injured as a result of this research study, your child will be provided with 
immediate necessary care. 
 
However, your child will not be reimbursed for care or receive other payment. PCOM 
will not be responsible for any of your child’s bills, including any routine care under this 
program or reimbursement for any side effects that may occur as a result of this program. 
 
If you and your child believe that your child has suffered injury of illness in the course of 
this research, you should notify the Research Compliance Specialist at (215) 871-6782. A 
review by a committee will be arranged to determine if the injury or illness is a result of 
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your child’s being in this research. You should also contact the Research Compliance 
Specialist if you and your child believe that you and your child have not been told enough 
about the risks, benefits or other options, or that you and your child are being pressured to 
stay in this study against you and your child’s wishes. 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Your child may refuse to be in this study. Your child voluntarily consents to be in this 
study with the understanding of the known possible effects or hazards that might occur 
during this study. Not all the possible effects of the study are known. 
Your child may leave this study at any time. 
 
If your child drops out of this study, there will be no penalty or loss of benefits to which 
your child is entitled. 
 
I have had adequate time to read this form and I understand its contents. I have been 
given a copy of this consent form for my personal records. 
 
I agree to allow my child to be in this research study. 
 
Signature of Subject: ________________________________________ 
Date: ______/______/______ Time: _______________AM/PM 
Signature of Witness: ________________________________________ 
Date: ______/______/______ Time: _______________AM/PM 
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Signature of Investigator or Designee: ___________________________ 
   (circle one) 
Date: ______/______/______ Time: _______________AM/PM 
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Appendix C 
Script 
Good morning. My name is Barbara Still. I am a doctoral student at the 
Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine. I am doing research on how poor urban 
African American students overcome the odds to become academic achievers who go on 
to college and become upwardly mobile. I am from a similar background and I have long 
been interested in what contributes to these students high levels of success.  My eventual 
goal is to become involved in helping create programs and circumstances so that more 
poor, urban, Black students can over come the odds. I know you have expressed an 
interest in participating in the study. I just want to answers any further questions you may 
have about the study and to reaffirm your interest in participating in the study. 
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Appendix D 
Narrative Questions 
1. I assume you see yourself as successful here at … high school. How do you define 
success? 
2. I assume that you know some students who are less successful than you are.  To what 
do you attribute your success? 
3.  If you were to describe yourself to someone else, what would you say?  How would 
other people describe you? 
4. What kinds of things are going on in your community and neighborhood? 
5. Tell me about a specific school experience that was helpful to you in your journey to 
success. Tell me about a specific school experience that was not helpful to you.  
6. What challenges or obstacles have you faced and if you overcame them, how did you 
do so? 
7. Tell me about the kinds of things you like to do outside of school including weekends? 
8. What do you believe made a difference in your life? 
9. Are there any important aspects of your life that we have not talked about? 
10. If you were to give advice to a similar student about being successful, what advice 
would you give?  What other advice would you give? 
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Appendix E 
Interview Questionnaire 
Demographics: 
Student’s age     
Month and year of birth        
Grade        Grade point Average    
Honor Roll Status Confirmed    Duration     
Highest level of education completed by parents/guardians: 
             
             
Household Composition: Ages and relationship to student: 
            
             
Employment of household members:_____________________________    
   _______         
Goals after high school and plans made to obtain your goals     
            
            
             
Have you ever had any negative racial encounters? ______________________________ 
             
Have you ever been involved in the juvenile justice system?      
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Appendix F 
List of Tables 
Table 1. 
Demographic Characteristics of Students 
 
 
       n    
 
Total       16 
 
Gender 
 
 Males      7     
  
 
 Females     9 
Age 
 Eighteen     11 
 Seventeen     4 
 Sixteen     1    
 
Grade 
 
  Twelfth     11    
 Eleventh     5  
  
Grade Point Average (GPA) 
 Range      3.10 to 3.88 
 Mean      3.5 
 
Number of years on Honor Roll 
 12      2 
 9      1 
 5      1 
 4      4 
 3      5 
 2      3 
 
Highest Level of Education 
 Mother 
  Some College    3 
  Technical/Trade   1 
  High School    6 
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Table 1. Continued 
 
Demographic Characteristics of Students 
 
 
       n    
 
 
  GED     1 
  Did Not Know   3 
 Father  
  Some College    2 
  Technical/Trade   1 
  High School    6 
  Did Not Know   7 
  
 Guardian 
  Some College    1 
 
Head of Household 
 Two Parents     1 
 Mother     9 
 Mother and Stepparent   3 
 Relative     3 
 
Family Size 
 6 or more members    4 
 5 members     4 
4 members     3 
3 members     2 
2 members     1 
 
Employment/Source of Income 
Unemployment    2 
Public Assistance    3 
Teacher’s Assistant     1 
Bus Driver     1 
Handy Person     1 
Clerical     2 
Nursing Assistant      5 
Custodian     1 
Hotel Services     1 
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Appendix G 
Table 2. 
 
Students’ Actions/Plans To Obtain Goals 
 
 
       n    
 
Total                16 
 
Accepted by College     9 
       
 
Applied to College              10 
      
Registered for Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) in June or July 
 
Grade 
12       0 
11       3 
 
 
Visited Colleges 
Grade 
12                10 
11       6 
 
Involved in College Program for High School Students 
Grade 
 
12                10 
11       6 
 
 
Involved in Extra Curriculum Activities  
Grade 
 
12       10 
11         6 
 
Employed 
Grade 
12       11 
11         4 
